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“Ms. Steel's fans won't be disappointed!” 


—The New York Times Book Review 


“Steel writes convincingly about universal human emotions.” 


—Publishers Weekly 
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A DELL BOOK 


DADDY 


To the Very Best Daddy 
I know .. . times nine! 
Daddy theirs. . . 
Daddy ours. . 
Daddy mine!! 
With all my heart, 
With all my love, 
To Popeye again, 
but this time from 
All of us, 
with all my heart 
and soul, 
my love, 
from 
Olive. 


Daddy 


First love, 
first son, 
or perhaps 
a precious 
daughter, 
their laughter 
swift 
and sweet, 
his hand so sure, 
his love so pure, 
his loyalty 
to them 
amazing, 
his patience 
vast, 
and his heart 
wider 
than the heavens, 
the leaven 
for their 
lives, 
the bright sun 
in their skies, 
the one to 
whom they 
turn, 


the man for whom 


they burn, 
the flame 
of love 
so bright, 


his wisdom 
always right, 
his hand 
so strong, 
so seldom 
wrong, 
so sweet, 
so near, 
so dear, 
so much the hub 
of all, 
and once upon a time 
so tall, 
his love for them 
never waning, 
always entertaining, 
handsome, 
dashing, 
teaching, 
reaching 
for the stars, 
driving funny cars, 
a loving hand and heart 
for every lass 
and laddy, 
beloved man, 
eternal friend, 
how lucky 
you are, 
sweet children, 
to have him 
for 
your 
daddy. 
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Chapter 1 


The snowflakes fell in big white clusters, clinging together like a 
drawing in a fairy tale, just like in the books Sarah used to read to 
the children. She sat at the typewriter, looking out the window, 
watching snow cover the lawn, hanging from the trees like lace, and 
she completely forgot the story she'd been chasing around in her 
head since early that morning. It was so damn picturesque. So 
pretty. Everything was pretty here. It was a storybook life in a 
storybook town, and the people around her seemed like storybook 
people. They were exactly what she had never wanted to become, 
and now she was one of them, and had been for years. And probably 
always would be. Sarah MacCormick, the rebel, the assistant editor 
of the Crimson, the girl who had graduated from Radcliffe in 1969 at 
the top of her class and knew she was different, had become one of 
them. Overnight. Or almost. In truth, it had taken almost twenty 
years. And now she was Sarah Watson. Mrs. Oliver Wendell Watson. 
She lived in Purchase, New York, in a beautiful house they almost 
owned, after fourteen years of struggling with the mortgage. She 
had three children, one dog, the last hamster had finally died the 
year before. And she had a husband she loved. Dear sweet Ollie. He 
graduated from Harvard Business School when she _ finished 
Radcliffe, and they'd been in love since her sophomore year. But he 
was everything that she wasn't. He was conservative when she was 
wild, he had believed in what they had tried to do in Vietnam, and 
for a while she had hated him for it. She had even stopped seeing 
him for a time after graduation, because she insisted that they were 
too different She had gone to live in SoHo, in New York, and tried 
to write, and she'd actually done pretty well. She'd been published 


twice in The Atlantic Monthly, and once ... holy of holies ... in The 
New Yorker. She was good and she knew it. And Oliver lived 
uptown, in an apartment he shared with two friends on East 79th 
Street, and with his MBA, he got a pretty good job in an ad agency 
on Madison Avenue. She wanted to hate him for it, wanted to hate 
him for conforming, but she didn't. Even then, she knew how much 
she loved him. 


He talked about things like living in the country, having Irish 
setters, wanting four kids, and a wife who didn't work, and she 
made fun of him for it. But he just grinned that incredible boyish 
grin that made her heart pound even then ... even when she 
pretended to herself that what she really wanted was a man with 
hair longer than her own ... an artist ... a sculptor ... a writer ... 
someone “creative.” Oliver was creative, and he was smart. He had 
graduated magna from Harvard, and the trends of the sixties had 
never touched him. When she marched, he fished her out of jail, 
when she argued with him, even calling him names, he explained 
quietly and rationally what he believed in. And he was so damn 
decent, so good-hearted, he was her best friend, even when he made 
her angry. They would meet in the Village sometimes, or uptown for 
coffee, or drinks, or lunch, and he would tell her what he was doing 
and ask her about the latest piece she was writing. He knew she was 
good, too, but he didn't see why she couldn't be “creative” and 
married. 
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. Marriage is for women who are looking for someone to 
support them. I want to take care of myself, Oliver Watson.” And 
she was capable of it, or she had been then, after a fashion. She had 
worked as a part-time gallery sitter in SoHo, and a free-lance writer. 
And she'd made money at it. Sometimes. But now, sometimes, she 
wondered if she would still be able to take care of herself, to 
support herself, to fill out her own tax forms, and make sure her 
health insurance hadn't lapsed. In the eighteen years they'd been 
married, she'd become so dependent on him. He took care of all the 
little problems in her life, and most of the big ones. It was like living 


in a hermetically sealed world, with Ollie always there to protect 
her. 


She counted on him for everything, and more often than not, it 
scared her. What if something happened to him? Could she manage? 
Would she be able to keep the house, to support herself, or the kids? 
She tried to talk to him about it sometimes, and he only laughed, 
and told her she'd never have to worry. He hadn't made a fortune, 
but he had done well and he was responsible. He had lots of life 
insurance. Madison Avenue had been good to him, and at forty-four, 
he was the number three man at Hinkley, Burrows, and Dawson, 
one of the biggest ad agencies in the country. He had brought in 
their four biggest accounts himself and he was valuable to the firm, 
and respected among his peers. He had been one of the youngest 
vice-presidents in the business, and she was proud of him. But it still 
scared her. What was she doing out here, in pretty little Purchase, 
watching the snow fall, and waiting for the kids to come home, 
while she pretended to write a story ... a story that would never be 
written, that would never end, that would never go anywhere, just 
like the others she had tried to write in the last two years. She had 
decided to go back to writing on the eve of her thirty-ninth 
birthday. It had been an important decision for her. Thirty-nine had 
actually been worse than turning forty. By forty, she was resigned to 
“impending doom,” as she woefully called it. Oliver took her to 
Europe alone for a month for her fortieth birthday. The kids were 
away at camp, two of them anyway, and her mother-in-law had kept 
Sam. He had only been seven then, and it was the first time she'd 
left him. It had been like opening the gates to heaven when she got 
to Paris ... no car pools ... no children ... no pets ... no PTA ... no 
benefit dinners to run for the school or the local hospitals ... no one 
... nothing ... except the two of them, and four unforgettable weeks 
in Europe. Paris ... Rome ... driving through Tuscany, a brief stop 
on the Italian Riviera, and then a few days on a boat he rented, 
drifting between Cannes and St. Tropez ... driving up to Eze and 
Saint-Paul-de-Vence, and dinner at the Colombe d'Or, and then a 
few final whirlwind days in London. She had scribbled constantly 


during the trip, and filled seven notebooks. But when she got home 
... nothing. None of it wanted to be woven into stories, or tales, or 
articles, or even poems. She just sat there, staring at her notebooks, 
and a blank page in her typewriter that she never seemed to fill. 
And she was still doing it a year and a half later. At forty-one, she 
felt as though her entire life were behind her. And Oliver always 
laughed at her when she said it. 


“Christ, Sarrie ... you haven't changed a bit since I met you.” And 
he meant it. It was almost true. But not quite. She, and those who 
wanted to be critical, could tell the difference. The shining dark red 
hair that used to hang down her back in sheets of coppery brilliance 
had faded to a reddish brown now. She wore it to her shoulders and 
there were more than a few threads of silver, which bothered the 
children more than they did Sarah. The bright blue eyes were the 
same, they were a dark, vibrant blue, and the creamy skin was still 
fine and for the most part unlined, but there were tiny traces of time 
here and there, but Oliver only said that they gave her face more 
expression. She was a pretty woman, and she had been a pretty girl, 
long and lean, with a good figure and graceful hands, and a sense of 
humor that danced in her eyes. It was that that he had loved about 
her from the first. Her laughter and her fire, and her courage, and 
her rabid determination to stick by what she believed in. There were 
those who thought her difficult when she was young, but not Ollie. 
Never Ollie. He liked the way she thought, and the things she said, 
and the way she said them. They had a relationship built on mutual 
respect and caring, and they had a very good time in bed. They 
always had, and they still did. Sometimes he even thought that after 
twenty years it was better. And it was, in some ways. They knew 
each other perfectly, like satin-smooth wood that had been touched 
and caressed and traveled a thousand times by loving hands and the 
tenderness of true belonging. 


It had taken him exactly two years to convince her to marry him 
after her SoHo days, and at twenty-three she had become Mrs. 
Oliver Watson. Balking all the way, and in typical fashion, she had 
refused to have a traditional wedding. They had been married in the 


garden of his parents' Pound Ridge home, and her parents and her 
younger sister had come from Chicago. Sarah had worn a bright red 
dress and a big picture hat, and she looked more like a young girl in 
a painting than a bride, but they had both been happy. They had 
gone to Bermuda for their honeymoon, and the weather had been 
lousy, but they never noticed. They laughed and played, and stayed 
in bed until the late afternoon, emerging only for an early foray in 
the staid dining room of the hotel, and then they would hurry back 
to their room again, giggling and laughing, like two children. 


It was three weeks after that that Sarah was less amused. They 
were living in a small apartment on Second Avenue, in a building 
filled with stewardesses and young executives, and “singles” who 
seemed to turn the entire building into a constant party. 


He had come home from work to find her looking as though her 
best friend had died. But it was no friend, it was only “the rabbit.” 
She had been puzzled by the absence of her period once they got 
home, but she had been religious about using her diaphragm, and 
knew she couldn't be pregnant. She had worn it practically night 
and day from the altar till they got home from their honeymoon, but 
somehow, some way, something had gone wrong, and she was 
pregnant. And she wanted to have an abortion. Oliver was horrified 
that she would even think of it. But Sarah was even more so at the 
thought of having children so quickly. 


“We don't want a family yet ... I want to get a job again ... to do 
something ...”She'dbeen thinking of getting a job this time as an 
editor at a literary magazine, her stories hadn't been selling quite as 
well, and she had applied to Columbia Graduate School to do some 
work toward her master's. She had quit the gallery-sitting job as 
soon as she married Ollie, because commuting to SoHo every day 
wouldn't have been convenient. 


“You can always get a job later!” He reasoned with her. He 
comforted, he cajoled, he did everything he could to try to make her 
feel better. But she was inconsolable, and every evening on the way 
home, he was suddenly overwhelmed by a wave of terror ... what if 
she did it ... if she went to someone while he was at work, and had 


an abortion. But she didn't. Somehow, she was too sick, and too 
exhausted, and too depressed to even attempt it, and the next thing 
she knew she was waddling around their apartment, wondering how 
she could have let it happen. But Oliver was thrilled. He wanted 
four kids, he had always said so, and even if it stretched their 
budget just then, he was willing to face it. He was doing well, 
advancing rapidly in the firm, and even if they had been starving, 
he wouldn't have let her get an abortion. He just wouldn't. It was 
their baby. Theirs. And long before the baby came, he loved it. 


Benjamin Watson arrived with a shock of bright red hair, and a 
look of astonishment in his bright eyes, exactly nine months and 
three days after his parents' wedding. He looked anxious to discover 
the world, cried a lot, and looked almost exactly like his mother, 
much to Oliver's delight, who was thrilled to have a son, and 
particularly one who looked like Sarah. Benjamin grew like a weed, 
and had more than Sarah's looks. He had her determination, her 
stubbornness, and her fiery temper. And there were days when she 
thought she would strangle the child before Oliver got home to 
soothe them. Within minutes of his arrival on the scene, he had the 
baby cooing happily, laughing, playing peekaboo, and he walked 
around the house, carrying him in his arms, while Sarah collapsed 
in a chair with a sigh and a glass of wine, wondering how she was 
going to survive it. Motherhood was definitely not her strong suit, 
and the apartment was so small, it was driving her crazy. When the 
weather was bad, as it often was that year, they couldn't get out at 
all, and the baby's screams seemed to echo off the walls until she 
thought she would go crazy. Oliver wanted to move them out of 
town somewhere to a home of their own, but that dream was still a 
long way off, they couldn't afford it. Sarah offered to get a job, but 
whenever they tried to figure it out, it seemed pointless, whatever 
she might have earned would have gone to pay a sitter, leaving 
them with no more money than they had before. The only ourpose it 
would serve would be to get her out of the house, and although it 
appealed to Sarah, Oliver thought that it was important for her to be 
with the baby. 


“Talk about chauvinistic, Ol. What do you expect me to do, sit 
here all day and talk to myself while he screams?” There were days 
when she really thought she couldn't take it. And the prospect of 
having the four children he still wanted made her suicidal. 


Her own parents were no help because they were in Chicago, and 
for all their good intentions, his weren't much better. His mother 
had had one child, and the memory of how to cope with it seemed 
to have escaped her. Being around Benjamin only seemed to make 
her nervous. But not nearly as nervous as it was making Sarah. 


Eventually the baby settled down, and Benjamin seemed a lot less 
terrifying to her by the time he was walking. They were finally out 
of the woods They rented a house on Long Island for the summer, 
and in another year she could send him to nursery school ... one 
more year ... she was almost home free ... and then she could go 
back to writing. She had given up the idea of a job. She wanted to 
write a novel. Everything was starting to look up, and then she got 
the flu. It was the flu to end all flus, and after a month of it, she was 
convinced she was dying. She had never been so sick in her life. She 
had a cold that simply would not go away, a cough that sounded 
like TB, and she was nauseated from morning till night from 
coughing. In the end, after four weeks of battling it, she decided to 
go to the expense and see the doctor. She had the flu, but she had 
more than that. She was expecting another baby. This time there 
was no anger, no rages, no outrage or fury, there was simply 
despair, and what seemed to Oliver like hours and hours and hours 
of crying. She couldn't face it, she couldn't do it again. She couldn't 
handle another child, and Benjamin wasn't even out of diapers, and 
now there would be two of them. It was the only time she had 
actually seen Oliver down too. He didn't know what to do to turn 
her around. And just like the first time, he was thrilled about the 
baby, but telling her that only made her cry harder. 


“T can't ... I just can't, Ollie ... please ... don't make me. ...” They 
argued about an abortion again, and once she almost swayed him, 
for fear that if he didn't agree, she might go crazy. But he talked her 
out of it, and he got a raise when she was halfway through the 


pregnancy, and spent every penny of it hiring a woman to come in 
and help her with Benjamin three afternoons a week. She was an 
Irish girl from a family of thirteen children, and she was just what 
Sarah needed. Suddenly she could go out, to libraries, to meet 
friends, to art galleries and museums, and her disposition improved 
immeasurably. She even started to enjoy Benjamin, and once or 
twice she took him to the museum with her. And Oliver knew that 
although she wouldn't admit it to him, she was beginning to look 
forward to their second baby. 


Melissa was born when Benjamin was two, and Oliver started 
thinking seriously about moving his family to the country. They 
looked at houses in Connecticut almost every weekend, and finally 
decided they just couldn't afford them. They tried Long Island, West- 
chester, and it seemed as though every weekend they were riding to 
look at houses. Pound Ridge, Rye, Bronxville, Katonah, and then 
finally, after a year, they found just what they wanted in Purchase. 
It was an old farmhouse that hadn't been lived in in twenty years, 
and it needed an enormous amount of work. It was part of an estate, 
and they got it for a song in probate. A song that still cost them 
dearly to sing, but scraping and saving and doing most of the work 
themselves, they turned it into a remarkably pretty place within a 
year, and they were both proud of it. “But this does not mean I'm 
going to have more children, Oliver Watson!” As far as she was 
concerned, it was enough of a sacrifice that she was living in the 
suburbs. She had sworn that she would never do that when they 
were dating. But even she had to admit that it made more sense. 
The apartment on Second Avenue had been impossible to manage, 
and everything else they'd looked at in town seemed tiny and was 
ridiculously expensive. Here the children had their own rooms. 


There was a huge but cozy living room with a fireplace, a library 
they lovingly filled with books, a cozy kitchen with two brick walls, 
heavy wooden beams overhead, and an old-fashioned stove that 
Sarah insisted on restoring and keeping. It had huge bay windows 
that looked over what she magically turned into a garden, and she 
could watch the children playing outside when she was cooking. 


With their move to the country, she had lost the Irish girl, and it 
was just as well, because for the moment they couldn't afford her. 


Benjamin was three by then anyway, and he was in school every 
morning, and two years later Melissa was in school too, and Sarah 
told herself she would go back to writing. But somehow there was 
no time anymore. 


She always had things to do. She was doing volunteer work at the 
local hospital, working one day a week at the children's school, 
running errands, doing car pools, keeping the house clean, ironing 
Ollie's shirts, and working in the garden. It was a hell of a switch for 
the once assistant editor of the Crimson. But the funny thing was, 
she didn't mind it. 


Once they left New York, it was as though a part of her got left 
behind there, the part of her that had still been fighting marriage 
and motherhood. Suddenly, she seemed a part of the peaceful little 
world around her. She met other women with children the same 
age, there were couples they played tennis and bridge with on the 
weekends, her volunteer work seemed to be constantly more 
demanding, and the thrashing and fighting she had done was all but 
forgotten. And along with all of that went her writing. She didn't 
even miss it anymore. All she wanted was what she had, a happy, 
busy little life with her husband and children. 


Benjamin's screaming babyhood began to fade into distant 
memory and he turned into a sweet sunny child, who not only had 
her looks but seemed to share all her interests and passions and 
values. He was like a little sponge, soaking up everything she was, 
and in many ways, he was like a mirror of Sarah. Oliver saw it and 
laughed, and although Sarah seldom admitted it to anyone, in some 
ways it flattered and amused her. He was so much like her. Melissa 
was a sweet child too, she was easier than Benjamin had been, and 
in some ways she was more like her father. She had an easy smile, 
and a happy attitude about life. And she didn't seem to want much 
from either of them. She was happy following Sarah everywhere 
with a book or a doll or a puzzle. Sometimes, Sarah even forgot she 
was in the next room. She was an undemanding little girl, and she 


had Oliver's blond hair and green eyes, yet she didn't really look like 
him. She looked more like his mother actually, which when 
commented on by her in-laws never failed to annoy Sarah. 


She and Oliver's mother had never really become friends. Mrs. 
Watson had been outspoken early on and had told her only son 
what she thought of Sarah before they were married. She thought 
her a headstrong, difficult girl, who wanted her own way at any 
price, and she always feared that one day she might hurt Oliver 
badly. But so far Sarah had been a good wife to him, she admitted 
to her husband begrudgingly when he stood up for the girl, but 
Sarah always felt that the older woman was watching her, as though 
waiting for some slip, some faux pas, some terrible failing that 
would prove her right in the end. The only joy the two women 
shared was the two children, who delighted Mrs. Watson, and whom 
Sarah loved now as though she had wanted them from the first, 
which Mrs. Watson still remembered she hadn't. Oliver had never 
told her anything, but she had sensed what was going on, without 
being told. She was an intelligent woman with a quick eye, and she 
knew perfectly well that Sarah hadn't been happy to be pregnant, 
nor had she enjoyed Benjamin's early days, but on the other hand, 
she had to admit that he hadn't been an easy baby. He had unnerved 
her, too, with his constant colicky screaming. But all of that was 
forgotten now, as the children grew, and Sarah and Oliver thrived, 
both of them busy and happy, and doing well. And Sarah finally 
seemed to have given up her literary aspirations, which had always 
seemed a little excessive to Mrs. Watson. 


“She's a good girl, Phyllis. Don't be so hard on her. She was young 
when they got married. And she makes Oliver very happy.” Her 
husband had always been more philosophical than she was. 


“T know ... but I always get the feeling that she wants something 
more, something just out of reach ... something that will cost Oliver 
dearly.” It was an astute remark, more so than she knew. But George 
Watson shook his head with an indulgent smile. 


“Ollie can handle her.” 


“T'm not sure he wants to. I think he'd let her have anything she 
wants, whatever the cost to him. He's that kind of man.” She smiled 
gently up at the husband she had loved for almost forty years, years 
that were too precious to even count now. They had become bonded 
like one body, one soul, long since. She couldn't even remember a 
time without him. “He's just like his father. Too good. Sometimes 
that can be dangerous in the hands of the wrong woman.” She was 
always concerned about her son, and even after all these years, 
always faintly distrustful of Sarah. 


But the compliment had not gone unnoticed by her husband, as 
he smiled down at his bride with the look that still made her tingle. 
“Give the girl a little credit, Phyllis. She hasn't hurt our boy, and 
she's given him, and us, two beautiful children.” Indeed they were, 
and although neither of them looked exactly like their father, they 
both had some of his classic good looks. Oliver was tall and graceful 
and athletic-looking, with thick, straight blond hair that had been 
the envy of every mother when he was a child, and every girl when 
he was in college. And although Sarah seldom acknowledged it to 
him, because she didn't want to bloat his ego beyond something she 
could cope with, more than once she had heard it said that Oliver 
Watson was the best-looking man in Purchase. For six months of the 
year, he had a deep tan, and his green eyes seemed to dance with 
mischief and laughter. And yet he was unaware of his good looks, 
which made him all the more attractive. 


“Do you think they'll have more children, George?” Phyllis often 
wondered but would never have dared to ask her son, much less 
Sarah. 


“T don't know, darling. I think they have a full life as it is. And 
these days, you can never be too sure of what's going to happen. 
Oliver is in an insecure business. Advertising is nothing like banking 
when I was a young man. You can't count on anything anymore. It's 
probably wiser for them not to.” George Watson had been talking 
that way for the past year. He had lived long enough to watch many 
of his investments, once so sound, begin to shrink and dwindle. The 
cost of living was astonishingly high, and he and Phyllis had to be 


careful. They had a pretty little house in Westchester they had 
bought fifteen years before, around the time when Oliver was in 
college. They knew that he'd never be coming home again for any 
great length of time, and it seemed foolish to continue hanging on 
to their rambling old house in New London. But George worried 
about their finances constantly now. It wasn't that they were 
destitute by any means, but if they both lived another twenty-five 
years, which at fifty-nine and sixty-two they still could, and he 
hoped they did, it could stretch their savings beyond their limit. He 
had just retired from the bank and was getting a decent pension. 
And he had made numerous wise investments over the years, but 
still ... you could never be too careful. It was what he told Oliver 
every time he saw him. He had seen a lot in his lifetime, one big war 
and several small ones. He had fought in Guadalcanal, and been 
lucky enough to survive it. He had been twelve in the crash of '29, 
he knew just how brutal the Depression had been, and he had seen 
the economy go up and down over the years. He wanted his son to 
be careful. “I don't see why they'd want any more children.” 


And Sarah completely agreed with him. It was one of the few 
subjects on which she and George Watson were in total agreement. 
Whenever the subject came up with Oliver, once in a while in bed 
late at night, or on a quiet walk in the woods in a remote corner of 
Purchase, she always told him she thought it was silly to even 
consider it. “Why would we want more kids now, Ollie? Melissa and 
Benjamin are growing up. They're easy, they have their own lives. In 
a few years we'll be able to do anything we want. Why tie ourselves 
down with all those headaches again?” Even the thought of it made 
her shudder. 


“Tt wouldn't be the same this time. We could afford someone to 
help us. I don't know ... I just think it would be nice. One day we 
might regret not having more children.” He looked at her tenderly 
with the eyes that almost made women swoon at the PTA, but Sarah 
pretended not to notice. 


“The kids wouldn't even like the idea by now. Benjamin's seven, 
and Melissa's five. A baby would seem like an intrusion to them. 


You have to think of that. We owe something to them too.” She 
sounded so definite, so sure, and he smiled and took her hand as 
they walked back to where they had parked the ear. He had just 
bought his first Mercedes. And she didn't know it yet, but he was 
going to give her a fur coat for Christmas. He had just picked it out 
at Bergdorf Goodman, and it was being monogrammed with her 
initials. 

“You certainly sound sure.” As always, he sounded disappointed. 

“T am sure.” And she was. There was no way he was going to talk 
her into having another baby. She was thirty-one years old, and she 
liked her life just fine the way it was. She was swamped with 
committee work all day long, she spent half her life running car 
pools, and the rest of it going to Cub Scouts and Melissa's ballet 
class. Enough was enough. He had tamed her as far as she was 
willing to be tamed. They had the picket fence, and the two kids, 
and the house in the country, and they had even bought an Irish 
setter the year before. More than that she could not give, even for 
Ollie. 


“What do you say we take the kids skiing after Christmas?” he 
asked as they got in the car. He liked to stay close to home for the 
actual holidays, because he thought it was more fun to be at home, 
and he thought it was nicer for his parents. Sarah's parents had her 
sister and her kids, and they went to Chicago every Christmas from 
Grosse Pointe, but his parents had only him. And Sarah had no 
burning desire to go home for the holidays anyway. They had done 
it once, and she had complained about it for three years. Her sister 
annoyed her, and Sarah and her mother had never gotten along 
either, so the arrangement they had was perfect. 


“That would be fun. Where? Vermont?” 

“What about something a little racier this year? What about 
Aspen?” 

“Are you serious? That must have been one hell of a bonus you 
got last week.” He had brought in the agency's biggest client ever. 


He still hadn't told her how big the bonus was, and they had both 
been so busy in the last week, she hadn't pressed him. 


“Big enough to splurge a little if you'd like to. Or we could stay 
around here, and then go away just the two of us after the kids are 
back in school, if you want to. My mom would come and stay with 
them.” She had before, and now that they were a little older, it 
worked better, “What do you think?” 


“T think it sounds terrific!” She gave him a hug, and they ended 
up necking in the new car, which smelled of men's cologne and new 
leather. 


And in the end, they did both. They went to Aspen with the kids 
for the week between Christmas and New Year, and a month later, 
he took Sarah away for a romantic week in Jamaica at Round Hill, 
in their own villa, overlooking Montego Bay. They laughed about 
their honeymoon in Bermuda, about how they had never left their 
room, and barely managed to stay in the dining room long enough 
to have dinner. This vacation was no different. They played tennis 
and swam and lay on the beach every morning, but by late 
afternoon, they were making passionate love in the privacy of the 
villa. And four nights out of six they made special arrangements for 
room service. It was the most romantic trip they had ever taken, and 
they both felt reborn when they left Jamaica. Sarah was always 
amazed to realize how passionately she still loved him. She had 
known him for twelve years, been married to him for eight, and yet 
she felt as though their romance was still fresh, and it was obvious 
that Oliver felt the same about Sarah. He devoured her with the 
energy of an eighteen-year-old, and more than that, he loved to talk 
to her for hours. The sex they shared had always been great, but 
with the years came new vistas, new ideas, new horizons, and their 
ideas were no longer as diverse or as sharply polarized as they once 
had been. With the years, they had grown slowly together, and he 
teased her about becoming more conservative, while he had slowly 
become a little more liberal. But he felt as though they had slowly 
become one person, with one mind, one heart, and one direction. 


They returned from Jamaica in a kind of haze, mellowed, slowed 
down from their usual pace, and the morning after they returned, 
Oliver sat at breakfast and admitted that he hated to leave her and 
go to the office. They exchanged a secret look over the children's 
heads at breakfast. She had burned the toast, left lumps the size of 
eggs in the Cream of Wheat, and the bacon was almost raw when 
she served it. 


“Great breakfast, Mom!” Benjamin teased. “You must have had a 
terrific time on vacation, you forgot how to cook!” He guffawed at 
his own joke, and Melissa giggled. She was still much shyer than 
Benjamin, and at five she worshiped him as her first and only hero, 
after her father. 


The children left for school in their car pools, and Oliver to catch 
his train, and Sarah found it impossible to get going. She was 
disorganized all day, and she felt as though she couldn't get 
anything done. By dinnertime, she still hadn't left the house, and 
had puttered around all day, getting nothing accomplished. She 
assumed it was the price of having had too good a time on vacation. 


But the condition persisted for weeks. She barely managed to 
crawl through the days, and just doing car pools and chauffeuring 
the kids from here to there seemed to sap all the energy she had, 
and by ten o'clock at night she was in bed, gently snoring. 


“It must be old age,” she groaned to Oliver one Saturday morning 
as she attempted to sort through a stack of bills, and unable to do 
even that without feeling exhausted and distracted. 


“Maybe you're anemic.” She had been once or twice before, and it 
seemed a simple explanation of what was becoming an annoying 
problem. She hadn't accomplished anything in a month, and she had 
two spring benefits to put on, and all of it seemed like too much 
trouble. 


On Monday morning, she went into the doctor's office for a blood 


test and a checkup, and for no reason she could think of, when she 
picked up the children that afternoon she already felt better. 


“T think it's all in my head,” she reported to Oliver when he called 
to say he had to work late and wouldn't be home for dinner. “I went 
in for a checkup today, and I already feel better.” 


“What did he say?” 


“Nothing much.” She didn't tell him that the doctor had asked if 
she was depressed, or unhappy, or if she and Ollie were having 
trouble. Apparently one of the early signs of depression was chronic 
exhaustion. Whatever it was, it was nothing serious, she was sure of 
that. Even the doctor said she seemed to be in good health, she had 
even gained five pounds in three weeks since their trip to Jamaica. 
It was no wonder, all she did was sit around and sleep. Even her 
diligent reading had been neglected, and she hadn't gotten back to 
her weekly tennis game again. She had promised to the next day, 
and was on her way out the door, feeling tired, but with racket in 
hand, when the doctor called her. 


“Everything's fine, Sarah.” He had called her himself, which 
wotried her at first, but then she decided it was just a kindness after 
all the years she'd known him. “You're in good health, no anemia, 
no major problems.” She could almost hear him smiling, and she 
was so tired, it annoyed her. 


“Then why am I so goddamn tired all the time? I can hardly put 
one foot after another.” 

“Your memory is failing you, my dear.” 

“Terrific. You're telling me I'm getting senile? Great. That's just 
what I wanted to hear at nine-fifteen in the morning.” 

“How about some good news then?” 

“Like what?” 

“Like a new baby.” He sounded as though he had just announced 


a million-dollar gift and she felt as though she was going to faint 
dead away in her kitchen, tennis racket in hand, as she listened. 
“Are you kidding? In this house, that's no joke. My children are 
practically grown ... I... I can't ... shit!” She sat down heavily in a 
convenient chair, fighting back tears. He couldn't mean it. But she 


knew he did. And suddenly she knew what she had been unwilling 
to face. Denial had kept her from knowing the truth. She hadn't 
missed a period because she was anemic or overworked or overage. 
She was pregnant. She hadn't even told Ollie. She had told herself it 
was nothing. Some nothing. But this time there was no doubt what 
she would do. This was 1979. Her children were a reasonable age. 
She was thirty-one years old. And abortions were legal. This time 
Oliver was not going to talk her out of it. She was not going to have 
a baby. “How pregnant am I?” But she knew ... it had to be ... it 
had happened in Jamaica ... just like it had happened in Bermuda 
when she conceived Benjamin on their honeymoon ... goddamn 
vacation. 


“When was your last period?” She calculated rapidly backward 
and told him. In medical parlance, she was six weeks pregnant. In 
“people talk,” it was only about a month, which meant she had 
plenty of time to get an abortion. For a moment, she even wondered 
about getting one without saying anything to Ollie. But she wasn't 
going to mention it to their doctor. She would call her gynecologist 
and get an appointment. “Congratulations, Sarah. You're a lucky 
girl. I hope Oliver will be happy.” 


“T'm sure he will be.” Her voice felt like lead in her throat as she 
thanked him and hung up, and with shaking fingers dialed her 
gynecologist and made an appointment for the following morning. 
And then, in a panic, she remembered her tennis partners waiting 
for her on the court at the Westchester Country Club. She would 
have liked not to go, but it wouldn't have been fair to them, and she 
hurried out the door and turned the key in the ignition of her 
station wagon. And as she did, she caught a glimpse of herself in the 
mirror. This couldn't be happening to her ... it couldn't be ... it 
wasn't fair ... when she grew up she was going to be a writer ... 
when ... if ... or maybe not. Maybe all she'd ever be was a 
housewife. The ultimate condemnation when she was in college. 
The thing she had never wanted to be, and now was. That was all 
she was, wasn't it? A housewife. She said it out loud in the car as 
though it were a dirty word ... a baby ... Jesus Christ ... a baby ... 


and what did it matter if it would be different this time, if they 
could afford help, if the house was big enough to accommodate all 
of them. The baby would still scream all night, still need to be 
bathed and dressed and fed and taken care of, and nurtured, and 
driven around and taken to the orthodontist one day. She would 
never get a chance to do what she wanted now. Never. She felt as 
though the unborn child, the mere knowledge of it, were 
threatening her very existence. And she wouldn't let it. 


She forced the car into reverse and shot out of the driveway, and 
ten minutes later she was at the tennis courts, looking pale, and 
feeling sick, knowing what she did now. 


She managed to keep the patter of conversation somehow, and 
that night she was grateful that Ollie had to stay late at the office, 
working on a presentation for a new client. A very big one. But what 
did it matter now how big his clients were? In Sarah's mind, her life 
was over. 


She was asleep when he got home that night, and managed 
somehow to get through breakfast the next morning. He asked her 
what was bothering her, and she told him she had a splitting 
headache. 


“Did you find out about those tests yet? Ill bet you really are 
anemic.” He looked suddenly worried, and instead of loving him for 
it, she hated him as she thought of what he had planted inside her. 


“Not yet. They haven't called.” She turned away to put the plates 
in the dishwasher so he wouldn't see the lie in her eyes, and a few 
minutes later he was gone, and the children had been picked up by 
their car pools. And an hour later she was at the gynecologist's 
office, planning for her abortion, but the doctor threw her a curve, 
and asked her how Ollie felt about what she was doing. “I ... he ... 
uh ...” She couldn't lie to the man. He knew her too well, and in 
addition to that, she liked him. She looked directly at him with a 
strange light in her eye, and silently dared him to defy her. “I 
haven't told him.” 


“About the abortion or the baby?” He looked startled. He had 
always thought that they had a very happy marriage, the kind in 
which two people confide easily and openly in each other. 


“Neither one. And I'm not going to.” His face set as he listened to 
her and he slowly shook his head in disapproval. 


“T think you're making a mistake, Sarah. He has a right to know. 
It's his child too.” And then he had an uncomfortable thought. 
Perhaps there were things about them he didn't know. Anything was 
possible. “It is ... isn't it?” 


She smiled in answer. “Of course it is. I just don't want to have 
it.” She told him all the reasons why and he made no comment, but 
when she was through, he repeated again that he thought she 
should discuss it with her husband. He urged her to think about it, 
and after she had he would make the appointment for her, but not 
before. 


“You're still a very young woman. You're certainly not too old to 
have this baby.” 


“T want my freedom. In eleven years, my son will be in college, 
and my daughter two years later. If I have this baby, I'll be tied 
down for another twenty years. I'm not ready to make that kind of 
commitment.” It sounded incredibly selfish, even to her ears, but 
she couldn't help it. That was how she felt. And no one was going to 
change that. 


“Is that what Oliver feels too?” She didn't answer for a long 
moment. She didn't want to tell him that Ollie had always wanted 
more children. 


“T haven't discussed it with him,” 


“Well, I think you should. Call me in a few days, Sarah. You have 
time to make the decision and still do things safely.” 


“Time isn't going to change anything.” She felt defiant and angry 
and let down as she left his office. He was the one who was 
supposed to solve the problem for her and now he wasn't. 


She went home and cried, and when Oliver came home at eleven 
o'clock that night, she was in bed, feigning another headache. The 
children were long since asleep, and she had left the TV on in the 
bedroom, droning at her as she waited for him to come home, but 
still sure she wouldn't tell him. 


“How'd it go today? You look tired.” She looked up at him sadly 
as he walked into the bedroom. 


“Tt went okay,” he said as he sat down on the edge of the bed and 
smiled at her and loosened his tie. The blond hair looked tousled by 
the wind, and he was tired, but he still looked unbearably 
handsome. How could he look like that? Life was so simple for him. 
All he had to do was go to an office every day and deal with real 
people in a real world. He got to have all the fun, while she spent 
every waking hour with women and children. There were things 
about life that weren't fair, and in her eyes, that was one of them. 
There were times when she wished she were a man, when she 
wished she had lived her life differently, when she wished she had 
gotten a job years before, instead of doing what she'd done. But this 
was so easy. She had taken the easy way out. She had had two kids, 
moved to the suburbs, and given up her dreams. And now she was 
having another baby ... but she wasn't, she told herself rapidly ... 
she was having an abortion. “What's wrong, Sarrie?” He looked 
worried as he bent to kiss her. He knew her too well, and he could 
see the anguish in her eyes, the anguish not born of guilt for what 
she wanted to do, but of anger at what had happened. 


“Nothing. I'm tired too.” 

“The kids give you a hard time today?” 
“No ... they were fine.” 

“So what's wrong?” he persisted. 
“Nothing,” she lied. 


“Bullshit.” He took off his jacket, opened his shirt, and moved 
closer to her on the bed. “Don't try and kid me. You're worried sick 
about something.” And then a sudden wave of terror hit him. It had 
happened to a guy he knew at the office six months before. They 


discovered that his wife had cancer and four months later she was 
dead, leaving him devastated and alone with three children. Oliver 
knew he couldn't have lived through it if he lost Sarah. He had 
loved her for too long. She was everything to him. “Did the tests 
come back? Is there something I should know?” 


For an instant she thought of what the doctor had said ... You 
should tell him, Sarah ... he has a right to know ... it's his baby too 
... But I don't want to! something inside her screamed. “The tests 
were fine.” And then, forced by the honesty they had always shared, 
she let herself be pressed into telling him something she knew she'd 
regret later. “More or less.” 


The pain of worry sliced through him like a knife as he gently 
took her hand in his own. “What does that mean?” He could barely 
speak and he never took his eyes from hers. “What did they tell 
you?” 

She realized instantly what he thought and knew she couldn't 
cause him any more worry. She didn't want any more of his 
children, but she loved him. “It's nothing like that. Don't look so 
scared.” She leaned over to kiss him, and as he held her she could 
feel him tremble. 


“Then what is it?” 


She spoke in a whisper, from an abyss of despair, then slowly 
raised her eyes to his again, still wanting not to tell him. “I'm 
pregnant.” 


For an instant, neither of them moved as her words sank in, and 
his whole body seemed to go slack from the tension that had seized 
him when she started speaking. “Oh my God ... why in hell didn't 
you tell me?” He sat back and grinned and then his smile faded as 
he read the look in her eyes. She looked as though she would have 
preferred having cancer. 


“T didn't know until yesterday. Stupid, I guess. It must have 
happened in Jamaica.” 

He couldn't repress a grin and for an instant she wanted to hit 
him. “I'll be damned. I never even thought of that. I guess it's been a 


while, my memory is rusty.” His voice and eyes were gentle, but she 
pulled her hand from his and lay back against the pillows, as though 
to get as far away from him as she could. It was all his fault. 


“T'm having an abortion.” 
“Oh? When did you decide that?” 


“Within about thirty seconds of hearing the news. Ollie, I can't do 
this.” 


“Ts something wrong?” 


She shook her head slowly, suddenly knowing what a bitter fight 
it was going to be between them, but she wasn't willing to lose this 
time. She was not going to have this baby. “I'm too old. And it isn't 
even fair to the children.” 


“That's crap, and you know it. They'd probably be thrilled if we 
told them.” 


“Well, we're not going to. It's going to be all over in a few days.” 


“Ts that right?” He got up and started to pace the room. “Simple 
as that, is it? What is it with you? Every time you get pregnant, we 
have to go through this fucking insanity about abortion.” 

“It's not insanity. It is my sanity. I don't want another baby. You 
go to the office every day, you have your own life. I'm stuck out 
here playing car pool and PTA mom, and I'm not going to re-up for 
another twenty years. “I've done ten, and the way I see it, I'm 
halfway through, and you're not going to change that.” 


“And then what? What's so worthwhile killing this baby for? 
You're going to become a brain surgeon maybe? For chrissake, 
you're doing important things here, you're raising our children. Is 
that too big a sacrifice for Miss Cliffie to make for God and Country? 
I know you used to think you should be in SoHo with the Great 
Unwashed, writing poems and the Great American Novel. 
Personally, I think this has a little more merit, and I thought that by 
now you'd figured that much out too. For chrissake, Sarah, grow 
up!” 


“T have grown up, God damn you. I've grown up, grown out, and 
grown old, and I'm not going to throw my life away for everyone 
else forever. Give me a chance, for chrissake. What about me? There 
are»more than just kids in this world, Oliver, or hadn't you 
noticed?” 


“T notice that you have a damn easy life out here. While I work 
my balls off in New York, you play tennis with your friends, and 
make cookies with Melissa, and that's what you should be doing. 
But don't tell me what a fucking hardship that is, Sarah, I just don't 
buy it. And a baby isn't going to change any of that.” 


“Bullshit!” 


The fight raged until two in the morning, and the next night, and 
the next night, and the night after. It raged through the weekend 
and into the following week, with tears on both sides, and slamming 
doors, and ugly accusations. It finally boiled down to Oliver begging 
Sarah to have the baby, and eventually throwing up his hands, and 
telling her to do whatever the hell she wanted. 


She scheduled the abortion twice, and even made the mistake of 
calling her sister in Grosse Pointe, which turned into an even bigger 
fight when her sister told her she thought she was indecent, 
immoral, and more than likely crazy. 


It went on for weeks, and in the end, they were both drained, 
damaged, disillusioned, but somehow they managed to piece it all 
back together and Sarah did not have the abortion. But Oliver 
agreed that after this one,; she could have her tubes tied. He 
thought it was an unfortunate choice, but he also realized that 
neither of them could survive another attack like this one on the 
very foundations of their marriage, and Sarah assured him that 
under no circumstances was she going to be having another surprise 
baby when she was forty. 


The baby came on Election Day, with Oliver standing in the 
delivery room, encouraging Sarah, who told him she hated him 
every time she had a contraction, and she had assured Ollie almost 
hourly for the past eight months that she was never going to give a 


damn about this baby. He told her he would love it for both of 
them, and the children were thrilled at the prospect. Benjamin was 
eight by then and intrigued and excited by the whole thing, and to 
Melissa, at six, it was like having a live doll to play with. Only Sarah 
had remained unenthusiastic about the impending arrival. And as 
the baby's head appeared, Oliver watched in wonder as Samuel 
Watson made his way into the world, with a loud cry and a look of 
amazement at his father. They handed the baby to Oliver first and 
he gently gave him to Sarah, who lay with tears streaming down her 
cheeks, remembering all the ugly things she had said about this 
baby. He had black hair and Ollie's green eyes, and creamy skin, 
and a look in his eyes that somehow foretold great wisdom and 
great humor. He was the kind of baby you fell in love with the 
moment you saw him, and as fervently as she had resisted him, 
Sarah fell as ardently in love with him from the instant she held 
him. He was “her” baby, no crier, no screamer, an easy, peaceful, 
happy baby, right from the first. He became her great passion in life, 
and she regaled Oliver nightly with tales of Sam's accomplishment 
and genius. He was just simply a very delicious baby, and everyone 
was crazy about him right from the first, Ollie, Sarah, his brother 
and sister, his grandparents. He was terrific, and he proved Ollie 
right, although he was gracious enough never to say it but they both 
knew. Ollie had been right, and they were both grateful that Sarah 
had had him. Everything about him was easy and lovable and fun, 
and he never became the burden Sarah had feared he would be. 


To make matters easier, Ollie had hired a housekeeper for her, a 
local woman who'd worked for a bishop for fifteen years and 
wanted to find a household with a little life and fun. She loved 
Melissa and Benjamin, and like everyone else, she fell in love with 
Sam the minute she saw him. He had round cherub cheeks and a 
smile to match, and fat little arms and legs that begged you to 
squeeze and hold and kiss him. And more often than not Agnes, his 
benevolent guardian, and Sarah, his adoring mother, found 
themselves each kissing one chubby cheek as the three noses met 
and they laughed and Sam squealed with amusement. Agnes was 


exactly what Sarah had needed, she only wished she had had her 
when Benjamin was screaming the walls down on Second Avenue 
with colic, but they couldn't have afforded her then anyway. Now 
everything was different. And as Ollie had predicted, it was all 
surprisingly easy. 

Sarah didn't have to make breakfast anymore. She didn't have to 
make dinner anymore. She didn't vacuum or clean or do laundry. 
They had a cleaning woman twice a week, and the miraculous 
Agnes. She was happy living in a tiny little room they built onto 
what had once been a deck, outside the guest room, which was now 
the baby's bedroom. And day and night, he was surrounded by his 
sister checking up on him, his brother bringing him baseball mitts 
and footballs, Sarah, Oliver, and Agnes. And amazingly, he did not 
become a spoiled brat, but instead, he was a remarkably pleasant 
child, who remained the joy of the house, and brought sunshine into 
everyone's life around him. The nightmare of the child that would 
destroy Sarah's life never materialized, but by the same token he 
provided her no excuses. He needed no special extra time, he caused 
no trouble in school, he was just as happy to play with Agnes or 
Melissa as he was with her, or most especially Benjamin or his 
father, and Sarah had no excuse now. 


And before she knew it, Benjamin was suddenly seventeen and in 
his last year of high school, Melissa fifteen and permanently grafted 
to a telephone she would drag inexplicably into an upstairs closet, 
to sit huddled on the floor amid old ski clothes to speak to boys no 
one had ever heard of, and Sam was nine, content to play in his own 
room, busy with his own routine, and singularly undemanding of his 
mother's attention—all of which left Sarah with no _ reason 
whatsoever why she couldn't write. She couldn't blame the blank 
pages or the silence of the typewriter on the children. 


And as she sat watching the snow fall, she wondered what she 
would say to Ollie. She wished he wouldn't ask her how the writing 
was going. For almost two years now, he had evidenced sincere 
concern and it was driving her crazy. She couldn't tell him that 
nothing was coming, that it was going nowhere, that at forty-one 


her worst fears had come true. Her life really was over. She had 
never felt so stale and old and tired, and this time she knew she 
wasn't pregnant. As promised, and agreed, she had had her tubes 
tied years before, after Sam's arrival. This was something very 
different. This was the slow, demoralizing realization that your life 
is going nowhere, that the dreams you had at twenty had dissipated 
years before and were very likely never real in the first place. She 
was never going to be a writer now. At thirty-five, knowing that 
would have destroyed her, at thirty-nine, it might have killed her. 
At forty-one, it filled her with sadness. There was nothing left now, 
except the ordinariness of her life, while Ollie climbed to greatness. 
It was an odd feeling. Even her children were more important than 
she was. Everyone had something going in their lives. Benjamin was 
an outstanding athlete and a terrific student. Melissa was incredibly 
artistic and, surprisingly, a real beauty. She talked about becoming 
an actress sometimes, and both she and Benjamin talked about 
Harvard. Sam sang with the choir and had the voice of an angel, but 
more than that, he had the soul of someone so warm and dear that 
the whole world loved him. And what did she have? The children. 
Ol-lie. The house. The fact that she'd gone to Radcliffe twenty years 
before. So what? Who cared? Who knew? Who remembered? She 
had only one hope left, and even that was a slim one, another slice 
of unreality in her pie of nothingness. There was no way she could 
do it anyway. How? She lived here. They needed her. Or did they? 
They had Agnes ... but she couldn't do that to Ollie ... She smiled 
sadly to herself as Agnes let the dog out and he bounded through 
the snow, barking and leaping. They were all so happy. All of them. 
Even Agnes. But why did she feel so empty? What was gone? What 
had she lost? What had she never had? What did she want now? 
Something. Everything. She wanted all of it. Fame. Success. 
Fulfillment. Big stuff. Big guns. And she knew she would never have 
it. She would sit here forever, watching the snow fall, while life 
passed her by, and Ollie brought in new clients. She had her own 
Mercedes now, she had two fur coats. She had three terrific 
children, thanks to Ollie's persistence, and one fantastic husband, 
and nothing of her own that mattered. No talent. No 


accomplishment. It was all gone now. The girl that she had been 
was gone forever. 


“The mail is in, Mrs. Watson,” Agnes spoke softly as she set it 
down on the desk beside her. 


“Thanks, Agnes. Anything that looks good?” 


“Mostly bills. And I think a school letter for Benjamin. It's 
addressed to you though.” Benjamin was in the process of filling out 
his Harvard application for the following year, but he hadn't even 
sent it in yet. They wouldn't be writing to him, nor to Sarah about 
him. This was something different and she knew it. She knew what 
the answer was going to be, but her hand trembled anyway as she 
reached out and took it from Agnes. She stood very still for a 
moment, staring at it, thinking back ... to when things were 
different ... but that was all gone now. All gone. She had to force 
herself to remember that, as she tore it open, with her back to 
Agnes, and then walked slowly into the living room, to stand amid 
the sunny chintzes and bright flowered prints that brought them 
summer and spring even in the midst of winter. 


She opened the letter slowly, as though peeling away a shell, as 
though breaking open her life ... but she didn't let herself think that. 
She sat down slowly in her chair, never seeing Agnes watching her, 
with a puzzled look in her eyes as Sarah read ... slowly ... painfully 

. and then felt her breath catch in amazement. It couldn't be. It 
was wrong. She had read it wrong. It had to be. But it wasn't. The 
words were there. My God ... the words were there ... and suddenly 
she felt her body fill, as though with light and music. She didn't feel 
empty anymore. It was as though there was something inside her 
now. Better than a baby. It was herself ... She was there. She was 
back again. And she read the line again, and again, and again. 


... “We are pleased to inform you that you have been accepted for 
the master's program at Harvard University” ... pleased to inform 
you ... pleased to inform you ... the words blurred as the tears 
rolled slowly down her cheeks. It was a dream, only a dream. There 
was no way she could do it. She couldn't leave them. Couldn't go 


back to school. And yet she had applied months before, in 
September, when the children went back to school and she was 
bored and lonely. Just to try it ... just to see if ... and now they 
were telling her they wanted her. But she couldn't. But as she looked 
up she saw the snow still falling outside, the dog still barking and 
cavorting and Agnes watching her from the doorway. She knew she 
had to. They'd understand. They'd have to understand ... it wouldn't 
be for very long ... and then she would be a person again. A person 
of her own. She would be real ... She would be Sarah. 


Chapter 2 


“Bad news in that letter, Mrs. Watson?” Agnes bad seen Sarah's face 
go pale as she watched her, and then she had seen tears glistening 
on her cheeks as Sarah stared out the window. There was no way 
that Agnes could understand all that she was feeling now. The 
excitement ... the disbelief ... the hope ... and the terror. She had 
left her alone in the den with her own thoughts, and it was a full 
hour before Sarah walked into the kitchen. 


“No ... no ... just a surprise ...”"Sarah looked vague, almost shell- 
shocked, neither happy nor sad, as she wandered distractedly 
around the kitchen, straightening things out without seeing them, 
pushing a chair into the table, picking a tiny piece of paper off the 
floor. It was as though she didn't know what to do now. As though 
she were seeing her home for the first time, or the last. What in hell 
was she going to do? She couldn't go back to Harvard now. She 
couldn't possibly leave them. She silently wondered why she had 
even applied. It was ridiculous, a pipe dream, Ollie would laugh at 
her ... and yet ... somehow it wasn't funny now. It was frightening 
and sad and wonderful, and an opportunity she didn't want to give 
up, even for them. She had never felt so torn in her life. And she 
knew she couldn't tell Ollie. Not yet. Maybe after the holidays. 
Christmas was only two weeks away. She could tell him after that. 
Maybe they'd go skiing for a few days and she could tell him then. 
But what in God's name would she tell him? ... I want to go back to 
school, Ol ... I'm moving up to Boston for a year or two ... I have to 
get out of here ... but tears filled her eyes again, and for a desperate 
moment, she knew she didn't want to leave them. 


Agnes was watching her, not believing what she had said. There 
had to have been more than a surprise in the letter she'd read. Or if 
it was, it couldn't have been a good one. 


“What time are the kids coming home?” Sarah looked vaguely at 
the spare little woman bustling around the kitchen, making 
preparations for dinner. Usually she was grateful for her; suddenly 
now, Agnes was making her feel useless. Her shining white hair was 
pulled tightly back in a bun, her face set, lips pursed as she set the 
kitchen table. The children ate in the kitchen with her whenever she 
and Oliver went out, and sometimes when Oliver and Sarah were at 
home, they all ate in the kitchen together. But most of the time 
when she and Ollie were home, they ate in the dining room. It was 
something Oliver liked to do, he liked the ceremony of it, the 
tradition of sitting down together in a civilized way, and talking 
about what they'd done all day. It was his way of getting away from 
the pressures of work, and keeping up with what they did, 
especially the children. But tonight she and Ollie were going out 
with friends, to a new restaurant in nearby Rye. The phone broke 
into Sarah's thoughts before Agnes could answer her, and Sarah 
hurried to answer it. Maybe it was Ollie. She suddenly wanted to be 
near to him, to hear his voice, to keep him close to her. Suddenly, in 
a single moment, with the letter she'd just read, everything was 
changing. 

The call was from their friends. They had to cancel their dinner 
date that night. She had a terrible sore throat, and he had to stay 
late at the office. Sarah turned toward Agnes with a pensive look. “I 
guess we'll stay home tonight and eat with the kids. The people we 
were having dinner with just canceled.” 


Agnes nodded, watching her, and then spoke up. “Why don't you 
go out with Mr. Watson anyway?” Sarah looked as though she 
needed the distraction. And Sarah smiled at her. The two women 
knew each other well, and yet Agnes always kept a respectful 
distance. She wasn't afraid to speak her mind, to give them hell 
when she thought she should, particularly for the children's sake, 
yet even when she railed at them, which she sometimes did, they 


were “Mr. and Mrs. Watson.” “Mr. Watson isn't very fond of meat 
loaf.” 


Sarah grinned at her. She was right. He wasn't. Maybe they should 
go out. But suddenly she didn't want to be alone with him. And as 
she tried to decide, she heard the front door slam and a voice call 
out, and a moment later, Benjamin strode into the cozy kitchen. At 
seventeen, he was six feet tall, with bright red hair, and his mother's 
dark blue eyes. His cheeks were red from the cold, and he pulled his 
watch cap from his head and threw it on the table. 


“Disgusting boy!” Agnes waved a wooden spoon at him, looking 
fierce, but the love she felt for him was evident in her eyes. “Get 
that hat off my kitchen table!” 


He laughed, and grinned warmly at her, stuffing the hat in the 
pocket of his peacoat. “Sorry, Aggie ... Hi, Mom.” Instead of the hat, 
he tossed an armload of books onto the table. “Boy, it's cold out 
there.” His hands were red, he never wore gloves, and he had 
walked the last block home, a friend had dropped him off. And he 
strode straight to the refrigerator to give himself sustenance until 
dinner. He ate constantly, portions that would have frightened 
anyone, yet'he was thin as a rail, and had his father's spare frame 
and powerful shoulders. 


“Stay out of there. You'll be eating dinner in less than an hour.” 
Agnes waved the spoon again and he grinned. 


“Just a snack, Aggie ... it's okay ... I'm starving.” He stuffed a 
handful of salami into his mouth as Sarah looked at him. He was a 
man, and a handsome one. He had his own life, own friends, and in 
a few months he'd be in college. Did he really need her now? Would 
it make a difference to him? Suddenly she couldn't imagine that her 
presence there meant anything to him, as he turned to look at her, 
struck by the somber look in her eyes. “Something wrong, Mom?” 


“No, no,” she shook her head fervently, just as she had when 
Agnes had asked her. “I was just trying to decide whether or not to 
go out to dinner with your father. What are you up to tonight? Still 
studying for exams?” 


He nodded. He was a good student, a fine young man, a person 
she admired, her firstborn, and still the most like her in many ways, 
although he was less rebellious than she had been at his age. “Yeah, 
my last one's tomorrow. Chemistry. I'm going over to Bill's to study 
with him tonight. Can I have the car?” That was all he needed from 
her in truth, their refrigerator and her car keys. 


She smiled slowly at him. She would miss him if she went. She 
would miss all of them ... especially Sam ... oh God ... and Ollie ... 
“Sure ... just be sure you drive carefully. If it gets any colder, this 
stuffll turn to ice. Can't he come here, come to think of it?” But 
Benjamin was quick to shake his head, always determined, just as 
she was. 


“He came here the last three times. I told him I'd go there tonight. 
Mel's going to be out anyway. Did she call you?” 


Their mother shook her head. “Not yet.” She never did. She 
always forgot to call. She did exactly as she pleased, and always 
had, without making a fuss about it. She led her own life. At fifteen, 
Melissa was the soul of independence. “What do you mean, 'she's 
out tonight’? It's a Tuesday.” She had only just been allowed to date 
since that September, and it was confined to one weekend night, 
with boys her parents had met, under circumstances they approved 
of. “And how's she getting home?” 


“T told her I'd pick her up.” He picked up an apple from the basket 
on the kitchen counter and took a bite. “She has rehearsal tonight. 
She's in some play with the drama club. She's okay, Mom.” They 
both heard the front door slam again, and Sarah saw Agnes glance 
at the clock with a private smile, as she glanced hurriedly at her 
meat loaf. 


There was suddenly the heavy sound of boots, as though a man 
had arrived in their midst, a wild woof! and a muffled crash, the 
slamming of another door, more barking, and then suddenly Sam 
and Andy, the Irish setter, exploded into the kitchen. The dog was 
leaving paw prints everywhere, leaping on the boy with the shining 
dark hair and green eyes just like his father's. He wore a broad, 


happy-go-lucky smile, his hair was wet, and his boots and the dog's 
feet had dragged in tons of snow, which were rapidly turning into 
puddles on the kitchen floor, as Andy leapt to lick his face, and put 
two paws on Sam's shoulders. 


“Hi, guys! Boy, it smells good in here. What's for dinner? Meat 
loaf?” 


Agnes turned to smile broadly at him, and then saw the disaster 
he was rapidly making of her kitchen, as Sarah and Benjamin 
laughed. Sam was hopeless, he could turn any room into a trash 
heap in a matter of moments. 


“Get out of here, you wicked boy! And where's your hat? You'll 
catch your death with wet hair like that!” She waved the wooden 
spoon at him as she had at Benjamin before, but this time with 
greater zeal, and hurried off to get him a towel, clucking and 
growling and scolding. 


“Hi, Mom.” He hurried over to kiss her, Andy wagging his tail 
ferociously as he watched and Sam played with him, kicking off his 
boots then and leaving them in a heap in the middle of the kitchen 
floor, where Andy found them with delight and fled with one of 
them to the living room couch, where he deposited it amid shrieks 
from Agnes. 


“Get out of here! Both of you! Go upstairs and take a bath!” she 
called after him, as he hurried up the stairs with Andy in hot 
pursuit, as Sam left his coat on the floor at the foot of the stairs and 
Sarah called after him. 


“Come back and pick up your stuff!” But he was already long 
gone, down the hall, with Andy barking after him, and Agnes was 
already busy mopping up her kitchen. Benjamin hurried up the 
stairs to his own room to organize his books for that night, and 
when Sarah walked slowly up after them, she couldn't help thinking 
how much she would miss them. 


The phone rang as she reached the master bedroom. It was 
Melissa calling to say what Sarah already knew, that she was staying 
at school late to rehearse with the drama club, and Benjamin would 


pick her up on his way home. And then Ollie called, and he wanted 
to go out that night, even without their friends, just as Agnes had 
suggested. 


“Well have a quiet dinner, just the two of us. I think I'd like that 
better anyway.” She could feel the warmth of his voice all the way 
from New York, and there were tears in her eyes when she hung up 
the phone. What was she going to say to him? Nothing. Not tonight. 
She'd have to wait. She had already promised herself she wouldn't 
tell him till after Christmas. 


She puttered around their room, straightening things, listening to 
the sounds of the children beyond, touching familiar objects, and 
thinking about her husband. And then she lay down on their bed, 
thinking of all of them, of what they meant to her. And yet they 
were costing her something, too, without knowing it, without 
meaning to, each one in his or her own way had taken something 
from her, and given something back too ... but suddenly what they 
gave her wasn't enough, and it was no longer what she wanted. It 
was a terrible thing to admit. A terrible thing to say to them, and 
she knew she never could. But she wanted her own life now. She 
was ready for it. She wanted to be more than Agnes was, standing in 
the kitchen waiting for them to come home every day, and 
eventually waiting for them to leave forever. It wouldn't be long 
now. Benjamin would be gone in the fall. And Melissa two years 
after that, and then there was Sam ... but she'd be through with 
what she wanted to do long before he left home. So what difference 
did it make? Why couldn't she do what she wanted to for a change, 
yet while saying that to herself, she felt unbearably guilty. 


The phone broke into her thoughts again and it was her father-in- 
law, sounding distressed and tired. He had had problems with his 
heart of late, and Phyllis hadn't been well either. 

“Hi, George, what's up?” 

“Is Oliver there?” He was curt with her this time, which was 
unlike him. 


“No, he's not.” She frowned worriedly, she was fond of him, 
although she was less so of Phyllis. “Is something wrong?” 


“T ... no... actually, I'm not sure. Phyllis went out shopping at 
noon, by herself, and she hasn't come home yet. And with this 
weather ... well, I was concerned, and she hasn't called. It's just not 
like her.” She was sixty-nine years old, and strong, but lately they 
had all found her a little distracted. She had had pneumonia a few 
months before, and afterward she hadn't seemed quite herself, and 
Sarah knew that George worried endlessly about her. At seventy- 
two, he seemed somehow more alert than his wife, yet at the same 
time much frailer. He was still handsome, like his son, tall and 
straight with gentle eyes and a lovely smile, and yet there were 
times when he seemed older than he was, and Oliver worried about 
him. 

“T'm sure she's just forgotten the time. You know how women are 
when they go shopping.” Sarah wanted to reassure him. It wasn't 
good for his heart to fret about every little thing, and undoubtedly 
Phyllis would walk in at any moment. 


“T was wondering if I ought to go looking for her. I thought maybe 
Oliver ...”Lately, he was relying on Ollie more, which wasn't like 
him either. 


“T'll have him call the minute he comes home.” And that would 
mean the end of their dinner out, unless she came back before. But 
on the other hand, maybe it was just as well. Suddenly, Sarah didn't 
want to be alone with her husband. 


But George called again before Oliver got home. Phyllis was home 
safe and sound. She'd had trouble getting a cab, and didn't have the 
change to call. He didn't tell Sarah that she looked disheveled to 
him somehow, and the cabdriver had told him she'd had trouble 
remembering her address, and when George questioned her, he 
realized with shock that she no longer knew their phone number, 
and that was why she hadn't called him. “I'm sorry I troubled you, 
my dear.” 


“Don't be silly, George. You can call us anytime. You know that.” 


“Thank you.” At the other end, he cast a worried glance at his 
wife, humming to herself as she wandered aimlessly around the 
kitchen. Lately, he had been cooking for her, but they both 
pretended that it was because he liked having something to do, and 
he liked to say that he was a better cook than she was. “Give Oliver 
my love when he comes home, and if he has time, please ask him to 
call me.” 


“T will,” she promised, and promptly forgot when Oliver got home 
a few minutes later. He was hurrying to shower and dress and 
insisted that he wanted to take her out to dinner. “But Sam will be 
all alone tonight.” She wanted desperately to stay home, not to face 
him alone across a table. There was nothing she could say to him. 
Not yet. And it was easier to hide here in their own home. To hide 
behind the children and the television set. To hide behind anything. 
Anything was better than having to face him. 


“Ts Agnes going out?” Ollie questioned her as he shaved, watching 
the news at the same time, barely glancing at her, but pleased at the 
prospect of their evening together. He had a surprise for her. He had 
just gotten a big promotion and a raise. The top of the ladder, at his 
firm, was in clear sight now. At forty-four, Oliver Watson was the 
stuff that business legends were made of. He had it all, he knew, and 
he was grateful for that, a job he loved, a wife he adored, and three 
kids he was crazy about. What more was there in life? Absolutely 
nothing he could think of. 


“No, Agnes'U be here, but I thought ...” 


“Don't. Get dressed.” He gently patted her behind as she walked 
past him, and then stopped her and put his arms around her as he 
turned off his razor. “I love you, do you know that?” She did. Only 
too well. And she loved him, too, which made everything she 
wanted to do now that much harder. 


“T love you too.” Her eyes were sad and he pulled her closer. 
“You sure don't look happy about it. Tough day today?” 


“Not really.” There was no tough anymore. The kids were busy 
and almost gone, Agnes took care of the house, she had been 


slowing down her committee work for the past two years, to give 
herself time to write, which she never did anyway. What could be 
tough in the perfect life? Nothing, except constant emptiness and 
total boredom. “Just tired, I guess. Oh ... I almost forgot. Your 
father called. He wants you to call him.” 


“Everything okay?” He worried about his parents a lot. They were 
getting old, and his father seemed so frail ever since his heart 
attack. “Is he feeling all right?” 


“He sounded fine. Once your mother got back. He called because 
she went shopping this afternoon and she was late coming back. I 
think he was worried about her in this weather.” 


“He worries too much about everything. That's why he had that 
heart attack. She can take care of herself, I keep telling him that. He 
keeps insisting that she gets confused, but I think she's a lot less 
confused than he thinks. I'll call him when we get home, if it's not 
too late. Come on,” he urged her on with a smile, “hurry up. Our 
reservation's at seven.” 


They kissed Sam good night when they left, and gave Agnes the 
phone number of the restaurant. Benjamin was already gone, and he 
hadn't said good-bye to them. He had taken the keys to Sarah's car 
and left right after devouring most of the meat loaf, two plates of 
vegetables, and a piece of Agnes's apple pie. And Sarah felt sure that 
as soon as he got to Bill's he would eat again, and probably finish off 
the pie when he got home that night. She used to worry that he'd 
get fat, but there seemed to be no fear of that, he was a bottomless 
pit, and if it hadn't been for the broad shoulders, he would have 
looked like the proverbial beanpole. 


The restaurant was lovely when they arrived, cozy, quaint, with 
French Provincial decor and a fire roaring in a fireplace. The food 
was good, and Oliver ordered an excellent California Chardonnay. 
They both relaxed and Sarah listened as he told her about the 
promotion and the raise. It was strange listening to him now. For 
years, she had lived vicariously through him, and now suddenly she 
had her own life. It was like listening to someone else. She was 


pleased for him, but his success was no longer a_ shared 
accomplishment, It was his alone. She knew that now. And as they 
finished their meal, he sat back and looked at her, sensing that 
something had changed, but not sure what it was. He usually read 
her well, but not tonight. There was something distant and sad 
about the way she looked at him, and he suddenly felt a finger of 
fear touch his heart. What if she were having an affair? Even a 
passing one ... one of those suburban wives' involvements with the 
insurance man, or the orthodontist, or one of their friends. He 
couldn't believe it of her. She had always been so loyal to him, it 
was the way she was, straight-arrow and sure and honest, it was 
part of what he loved so much about her. It couldn't be that. And he 
had never cheated on her. But he just couldn't figure out what was 
going on with her, and as he ordered champagne and dessert, he 
looked at her in the candlelight and thought she had never looked 
lovelier or younger. At forty-one, she was better-looking than most 
women at thirty. The dark red hair still shone, her figure was great, 
her waistline almost as trim as it had been before their babies. 


“What's bothering you, sweetheart?” His voice was a caress as he 
reached out and took her hand. He was a good man, a decent one, 
she knew that, and she also knew how much he loved her. 


“Nothing. Why? What makes you say that? I had a wonderful time 
tonight.” She was lying, but she didn't want him to know. He always 
did anyway. He knew her too well. Twenty-two years was a long, 
long time. 


“Tid say on a scale of ten, tonight was about a two in your book. 
Maybe a one. If you count going to the dentist as a zero.” 


She laughed at him, and he chuckled as he poured her 
champagne. “You're crazy, you know that?” she accused him. 

“Yeah. About you. Imagine an old fart like me still being nuts 
about his wife. Pretty amusing, huh, after eighteen years of 
marriage.” 


“T take it forty-four is an 'old fart’ now? When did you decide 
that?” 


He lowered his voice conspiratorially as he answered. “When I 
couldn't make love to you the third time last Sunday night. I think 
that pushed me over the edge into that category forever.” 


She grinned. Their lovemaking was almost always terrific. “I 
thought twice in an hour and a half wasn't too shabby myself. 
Besides, you'd had a hell of a lot of wine to drink. Don't forget that.” 


He looked at the empty wine bottle and the champagne in front of 
them and grinned at her. “I guess that blows tonight, too, huh?” 


“T don't know. Maybe we ought to go home and check it out 
before you're too far gone.” She was laughing at him, glad they'd 
gone out to dinner after all. It had relieved some of her tension. 


“Thanks a lot. But I want to know what's bothering you first.” 


“Absolutely nothing.” And at that precise moment, she was being 
honest. 


“Maybe not now, but a little while ago, something was. You 
looked like your best friend had died when I came home.” 


“No, I didn't.” But she had been feeling some of that. He was her 
best friend, after all, and if she went back to school, in some ways 
she would lose him. “Don't be silly, Ol.” 


“Don't try to bullshit me. Something's worrying you, or 
preoccupying you. Is it your writing?” He knew she hadn't written 
anything in two years, but it didn't matter to him. He just wanted 
her to be happy. 


“Maybe. I'm not getting anywhere with that. Maybe I can't write 
anymore. Maybe that was just a flash in my youth.” She shrugged 
and for the first time in two years, it didn't seem to matter. 


“T don't believe that, Sarah. You were good. I think it'll come back 
to you in time. Maybe you just haven't figured out what you want to 
write about. Maybe you ought to get out in the world more ... do 
something different ...”. Without knowing it, he was opening the 
door to her, but she was terrified to walk through it. No matter what 
she did, or said, or how she said it, once she told him, everything in 
their lives would be changed forever. 


“T've been thinking about that.” She advanced cautiously. 
“And?” He waited. 


“What do you mean ‘and'?” She was scared of him. It was rare for 
her. But for the first time in her life, she was terrified of her 
husband. 


“You never think about anything without coming to some kind of 
conclusion, or taking action.” 


“You know me too well.” She smiled, suddenly looking sad again, 
and desperately not wanting to tell him. 


“What aren't you telling me, Sarrie? Not knowing what's on your 
mind is driving me crazy.” 


“Nothing is on my mind.” But she wasn't convincing either of 
them, and she was going around in circles. “Maybe it's just midlife 
crisis.” 

“That again?” He grinned. “You went through that two years ago, 
and you only get one go around. Next time it's my turn. Come on, 
baby ... what is it?” 


“IT don't know, Ollie ...” 
“Ts it us?” His eyes looked sad as he asked her. 


“Of course not. How could it be us? You're wonderful ... it's just 
me, I guess. Growing pains. Or the lack of them. I feel like I've been 
stagnant ever since we got married.” He waited, holding his breath, 
the champagne, and the wine, and the party atmosphere all but 
forgotten. “I haven't done anything. And you've accomplished so 
much.” 


“Don't be ridiculous. I'm a guy like a million other ad men.” 


“The hell you are. Look at you. Look at what you just told me 
over dinner. In five years, you'll be the head of Hinkley, Burrows, 
and Dawson, if it takes you that long, which I doubt. You're one of 
the biggest success stories in the business.” 


“That doesn't mean anything, Sarah. You know that. It's 
transitory. It's nice. But so what? You've raised three great kids. 


That's a hell of a lot more important.” 


“But what difference does that make now? They've grown up, or 
practically, in a year or two they'll be gone. Mel and Benjamin 
anyway, and then what? I sit and wait around for Sam to go, too, 
and then I spend the rest of my life watching soap operas and 
talking to Agnes?” Her eyes filled with tears at the prospect, and he 
laughed. He had never known her to watch daytime TV. She was far 
more likely to bury herself in Baudelaire or Kafka. 


“You paint a mighty gloomy picture, my love. Nothing's stopping 
you from what you want to do.” He meant it, but he had no concept 
of the scope of her ambitions. He never had. She had buried them 
all long before, left them behind somewhere in a duffel bag or an 
old trunk, with her Radcliffe diploma. 


“You don't really mean that.” 


“Of course I do. You can do volunteer work, get a part-time job, 
write short stories again. You can do absolutely anything you set 
your mind to.” 


She took a breath. The time was now, whether she was ready or 
not. She had to tell him. “I want to go back to school.” Her voice 
was barely audible across the narrow table. 


“T think that's a great idea.” He looked relieved. She was not in 
love with someone else. All she wanted was to take some courses. 
“You could go to the state university right in Purchase. Hell, if you 
spread it out over time, you could even get your master's.” But the 
way he said it suddenly annoyed her. She could go to a local school, 
and “spread it out over time.” How much time? Ten years? Twenty? 
She could be one of those grandmothers taking creative-writing 
courses and producing nothing. 


“That isn't what I had in mind.” Her voice was suddenly firm and 
much stronger. He was the enemy now, the one who had kept her 
from everything she wanted. 


“What were you thinking of?” He looked confused. 


She closed her eyes for an instant, and then opened them and 
looked at him. “I've been accepted for the master's program at 
Harvard.” There was an endless silence between them as he stared 
at her and tried to understand what she was saying. 


“What is that supposed to mean?” Suddenly he didn't understand 
anything. What was she saying to him, this woman he thought he 
knew, who had lain next to him for two decades. Suddenly, in the 
blink of an eye, she had become a stranger. “When did you apply for 
that?” 


“At the end of August.” She spoke very quietly. The determination 
he remembered from her youth was burning in her eyes again. Right 
before him, she was becoming another person. 


“That's nice. It would have been nice of you to mention it. And 
what did you intend to do about it if you were accepted?” 


“T never thought I would be. I just did it for the hell of it ... I 
guess when Benjamin started talking about applying to Harvard.” 


“How touching, a mother-and-son team. And now? Now what are 
you going to do?” His heart was pounding and he suddenly wished 
they were at home, so he could pace the room, and not sit stuck in a 
corner of a restaurant at a table that had instantly become 
claustrophobic. “What are you telling me? You're not serious about 
this, are you?” 

Her eyes met his like blue ice, as she nodded slowly. “Yes, I am, 
Ollie.” 

“You're going back to Cambridge?” He had lived there for seven 
years and she for four, but that was lifetimes ago. Never in his life 
had he ever considered going back there. 

“I'm thinking about it.” She was doing more than that, but she 
couldn't face telling him yet. It was too brutal. 

“And what am I supposed to do? Quit my job and come with 
you?” 

“T don't know. I haven't figured that out yet. I don't expect you to 
do anything. This is my decision.” 


“Ts it? Is it? And what about us? What do you expect us to do 
while you play student again? May I remind you that Melissa will be 
home for another two years, and Sam for nine, or had you 
forgotten?” He was furious now, and he signaled the waiter for the 
check with an impatient gesture. She was crazy. That was what she 
was. Crazy. He would have preferred that she tell him she was 
having an affair. That would have been easier to deal with, or at 
least he thought so at the moment. 


“T haven't forgotten any of that. I just need to think this out.” She 
spoke quietly, as he peeled off a wad of bills and left it on the table. 


“You need a good shrink, that's what you need. You're acting like 
a bored, neurotic housewife.” He stood up and she glared at him, 
the full frustration of the past twenty years boiling up in her until 
she could no longer contain it. 


“You don't know anything about me.” She stood, facing him, as 
the waiters watched politely from the distance, and the diners 
nearby pretended not to listen. “You don't know what it's like, 
giving up everything you've ever dreamed of. You've got it all, a 
career, a family, a wife waiting for you at home like a faithful little 
dog, waiting to bring you the newspaper and fetch your slippers. 
Well, what about me, God damn it! When do I get mine? When do I 
get to do what I want to do? When you're dead, when the kids are 
gone, when I'm ninety? Well, I'm not going to wait that long. I want 
it now, before I'm too old to do anything worthwhile, before I'm too 
old to give a damn anymore, or enjoy it. I'm not going to sit around 
and wait until you start calling our children because you can't figure 
out whether I got lost when I went shopping, or I was so goddamn 
tired of my life I just decided not to come home again. I'm not 
waiting for that, Oliver Watson!” A woman at a nearby table wanted 
to stand up and cheer, she had four children and had given up the 
dream of medical school to marry a man who had cheated on her 
for twenty years and took her totally for granted. But Oliver stalked 
out of the restaurant, and Sarah picked up her coat and bag and 
walked out behind him. They were in the parking lot before he 
spoke to her again and there were tears in his eyes this time, but she 


wasn't sure if they were from the cold or hurt and anger. It was hard 
to tell. But what she didn't understand was that she was destroying 
everything he believed in. He had been good to her, he loved her, 
he loved their kids, he had never wanted her to work, because he 
wanted to take care of her, to love, honor, cherish, and protect her. 
And now she hated him for it and wanted to go back to school, but 
worse than that, if she went back to Harvard, she would have to 
leave them. It wasn't school he objected to, it was where it was, and 
what she would have to do to them to get there. 


“Are you telling me you're leaving me? Is that what this is about? 
Are you walking out on us? And just exactly how long have you 
known that?” 


“T only got the letter of acceptance this afternoon, Oliver. I 
haven't even absorbed it yet myself. And no, I'm not leaving you.” 
She tried to calm down. “I can come home for vacations and 
weekends.” 


“Oh for chrissake ... and what are we supposed to do? What 
about Mel and Sam?” 


“They have Agnes.” They stood in the snow, shouting at each 
other, and Sarah wished with all her heart that she had waited to 
tell him. She hadn't even sorted it out herself yet. 


“And what about me? I have Agnes too? She'll be thrilled to hear 
it.” 

Sarah smiled at him. Even in anguish, he was decent and funny. 
“Come on, Ollie ... let's just let this thing cool down. We both need 
to think about it.” 


“No, we don't.” His face was suddenly more serious than she had 
ever seen it. “There should be absolutely nothing to think about. 
You're a married woman with a husband and three kids. There's no 
way you can go to a school almost two hundred miles away, unless 
you walk out on us, plain and simple.” 


“It's not that simple. Don't make it that simple, Ol-lie. What if I 
really need to do this?” 


“You're being self-indulgent.” He unlocked the car, yanked open 
the door, and slid behind the wheel, and when she got in, he stared 
at her, with fresh questions. “How exactly do you intend to pay for 
this, or are you expecting me to put you and Benjamin through 
Harvard?” It was going to be something of a strain on them having 
one child in college, let alone two when Mel went. And adding 
Sarah to their burdens seemed even more absurd, but she had long 
since figured that out, in case she was ever accepted. 


“T still have the money my grandmother left me. With the 
exception of the new roof we put on the house, I've never touched 
it.” 

“T thought that money was earmarked for the kids. We agreed that 
money was sacred.” 


“Maybe it'll mean more to them to have a mother who does 
something worthwhile with her life, like writing something that 
might mean something to them one day, or getting a job that does 
someone some good, or doing something useful.” 


“It's a lovely thought, but frankly I think your children would 
rather have a mother than a literary example.” He sounded bitter as 
he drove the short distance to the house, and then sat huddled in 
the car, outside the house in the driveway. “You've already made up 
your mind, haven't you? You're going to do it, aren't you, Sarrie?” 
He sounded so sad, and this time when he turned to look at her, she 
knew that the tears in his eyes weren't from the wind, they were 
from what she had told him. 


Her eyes were damp too as she hesitated, looking out at the snow, 
and then she turned to face him. “I think maybe I have to, Ollie ... I 
don't know if I can ever explain it ... but I have to. It won't be for 
long, I promise ... I'll work as hard as I can, as fast as I can.” But she 
wasn't kidding anyone. They both knew it was an intense two-year 
program. 


“How can you do this?” He wanted to say “to me,” but it sounded 
too selfish. 


“T have to.” Her voice was a whisper as a car pulled up behind 
them, and the lights from the headlights behind them lit up their 
faces. She could see tears rolling down his cheeks and all she 
wanted to do was hold him. “I'm so sorry ... I didn't want to tell you 
now ... I wanted to tell you after Christmas.” 


“What difference does it make?” He glanced behind them at 
Benjamin and Melissa getting out of the other car, and then back at 
his wife, the wife he was about to lose, who was leaving them to go 
back to school, and might never come back, no matter what she 
said. He knew that nothing would ever be the same again. They 
both did. “What are you going to tell them?” 


The kids waited for them to get out, watching them, and chatting 
in the cold night air, as Sarah glanced at them, with a stone in her 
heart. “I don't know yet. Let's get through the holiday first.” Oliver 
nodded, and opened the door, wiping the tears from his cheeks 
hurriedly so his children wouldn't see them. 


“Hi, Dad. How was dinner?” Benjamin appeared to be in high 
spirits, and Melissa, all legs and long blond hair, was smiling. She 
still had her stage makeup on. It had been a dress rehearsal for the 
play, and she'd loved it. 


“It was fun,” Sarah answered quickly for him, smiling brightly. 
“It's a cute place.” Oliver glanced at her, wondering how she could 
do it, how she could talk to them at all, how she could pretend, how 
she could face them. Maybe there were things about her he didn't 
know, had never known, and maybe didn't want to. 


He walked into the house, said good night to the kids, and walked 
slowly upstairs, feeling old and tired, and disillusioned, and he 
watched her as she quietly closed their bedroom door and faced 
him. “I'm sorry, Ollie ... I really am.” 


“So am I.” He still didn't believe it. Maybe she'd change her mind. 
Maybe it was change of life. Or a brain tumor. Or a sign of a major 
depression. Maybe she was crazy, maybe she always had been. But 
he didn't care what she was. She was his wife and he loved her. He 
wanted her to stay, to take back the things she had said, to tell him 


she couldn't leave him for anything ... him ... not just the children 

.. him ... but as she stood watching him with somber eyes, he knew 
she wouldn't do it. She meant what she had said. She was going 
back to Harvard. She was leaving them. And as the realization cut 
through to his heart like a knife, he wondered what he would do 
without her. He wanted to cry just thinking about it, he wanted to 
die as he lay in bed that night, next to her, feeling her warmth 
beside him. But it was as though she was already gone. He lay next 
to her, aching for her, longing for the years that had flown past, and 
wanting her more than he ever had, but he rolled slowly on his side, 
away from her so she wouldn't see him cry, and never touched her. 


Chapter 3 


The days before Christmas seemed to crawl past, and Oliver almost 
hated to come home now. He alternated between hating her and 
loving her more than he ever had before, and trying to think of 
ways to change her mind. But the decision had been made now. 
They talked about it constantly, late at night, when the children 
were in bed, and he saw a brutal stubbornness in Sarah that he had 
thought she had given up years before. But in her mind, she was 
fighting for her life now. 


She promised that nothing would change, that she would come 
home every Friday night, that she loved him as she had before, yet 
they both knew she was kidding herself. She would have papers to 
write, exams to study for, there was no way she could commute, and 
coming home to bury herself in her books would only frustrate him 
and the children. Things had to change when she went back to 
school. It was inevitable, whether she wanted to face it or not. He 
tried to convince her to go to a different school, somewhere closer 
to home, even Columbia would be better than going all the way 
back to Harvard. But she was determined to go back there. He 
wondered at times if it was to recapture her youth, to turn the clock 
back to a simpler time, and yet he liked their life so much better 
now. And he could never understand how she would be able to 
leave the children. 

They still knew nothing of their mother's plans. The older ones 
sensed a certain tension in the air, and Melissa asked her more than 
once if she and Dad had had a fight, but Sarah just brushed them off 
with a carefree air. She was determined not to spoil Christmas for 


them, and she knew her announcement was going to upset them. 
She had decided to tell them the day after Christmas and Ollie 
agreed because he thought he could still change her mind. They 
went to Melissa's play and then decorated the Christmas tree in 
what seemed like perfect harmony, singing carols, making jokes, 
while Oliver and Benjamin struggled with the lights, and Sam ate 
the popcorn faster than Melissa and Sarah could string it. Watching 
them, Oliver felt as though his heart would break. She couldn't do 
this to them, it wasn't fair, and how was he going to take care of 
them? And no matter how dear she was, Agnes was only hired help 
after all. And he worked in New York all day long. He had visions of 
Benjamin and Melissa running wild and Sam going into a decline, 
while their mother played graduate student at Harvard. 


It was Christmas Eve before he sat down alone with her, in front 
of a roaring fire in the library, and faced her soberly and asked her 
not to go through with her plans. He had already decided that if he 
had to, he was going to beg her. 


“You just can't do this to them.” He had lost ten pounds in two 
weeks, and the strain in the air was killing both of them, but Sarah 
was adamant. She had written to accept the week before, and she 
was leaving in two weeks to find a place to stay in Boston. Her 
classes started on the fifteenth of January. All that remained was to 
get through Christmas, pack her things, and tell the children. 


“Ollie, let's not go through this again.” 


He wanted to jump up and shake her. But she was withdrawn 
from him, as though she couldn't bear facing the pain she knew she 
had caused him. 


The children had hung their stockings near the tree, and late that 
night, he and Sarah brought the presents down. She and Agnes had 
been wrapping them for weeks. She had gone all out this year, 
almost as though it were their final Christmas. Ollie had bought her 
an emerald ring at Van Cleef the week before, it was beautiful and 
something he knew she had always wanted. It was a plain band set 
with small diamond baguettes, and in the center a beautifully cut 


square emerald. He wanted to give it to her that night, but suddenly 
it seemed more like a bribe than a gift, and he was sorry he had 
bought it. 


When they went to bed that night, Sarah set the alarm for six. She 
wanted to get up early to stuff the turkey. Agnes would be up early 
to do most of the work anyway, but Sarah wanted to do the turkey 
her- self, another final gift to them, and it was a family tradition. 


She lay in bed, after they turned out the lights, thinking quietly, 
and listening to Ollie breathe. She knew he was awake, and could 
imagine only too easily what he was thinking. He had been beside 
himself for the past two weeks. They had argued, cried, talked, 
discussed, and still she knew she was doing the right thing, for 
herself anyway. Now all she wanted was to get it over with, to start 
her new life, and get away from them, and the pain she knew she 
was causing Ollie. 


“T wish you'd stop acting as though I were leaving here for good.” 
Her voice was gentle in the darkness. 


“You are though, aren't you?” His voice sounded so sad, she 
couldn't bear to hear it. 


“T told you. I'll come home every weekend I can, and there are 
plenty of vacations.” 


“And how long do you think that will last? You can't commute 
and go to school. I just don't understand how you can do this.” He 
had said that a thousand times in the last two weeks, and silently he 
kept searching for another reason, for something he had done, or 
failed to do, it had to be that. She couldn't just want an entirely 
different life, away from them, if she really loved him. 


“Maybe after it's all over it'll make more sense to you. Maybe if I 
make something of myself as a result of this, then you'll respect 
what I've done. If that happens, then it'll be worth it.” 


“T respect you now. I always have.” He turned to look at her in 
the moonlight. She looked as lovely as she always had to him, 
maybe more so now with the pain of losing her a constant reminder 
of how much he loved her. And then, already aching for them, for 


what they didn't know and he did, “When exactly are you going to 
tell the children?” 


“T thought tomorrow night, after your parents go home.” 
“It's a hell of a way to wind up Christmas.” 


“T don't think I ought to wait any longer. The children know 
something's going on. Mel's been suspicious all week, and 
Benjamin's been gone. With him, that's always a sign that he knows 
something's wrong and doesn't know how to face it.” 


“And how do you think they're going to feel after they hear the 
news?” 


“Like we do, probably. Scared, confused, maybe excited for me. I 
think Benjamin and Mel will be able to understand. I'm worried 
about Sam, though.” She spoke softly and turned to look at Ollie, 
reaching quietly for his hand, and her voice trembled when she 
spoke again, thinking of their last baby. “Take good care of him, 
Ollie ... he needs you more than he needs me. ...” 


“He needs you too. I only see him a couple of hours a day and all 
we talk about is football, baseball, and homework.” 


“That's a start. Maybe you'll all be closer after this.” 


“T thought we were.” That was the part that hurt most. He had 
thought they had everything. The perfect family. The perfect life. 
The perfect marriage. “I always thought everything was so just right 
between us ... I never understood how you felt about all this ... I 
mean ... well, I did when you got pregnant, but I always thought 
that after that, and even before Sam, you were happy.” It hurt him 
so much to think that he hadn't given her everything she wanted. 

“T was ... I have been ... I just wanted something you couldn't 
give me. It has to come from within, and I guess I never found it.” 
She felt so guilty for making him feel inadequate. He had always 
been the perfect husband. 

“And if you don't find it now?” 


“T give up, I guess.” But she knew she would. She already had in 
part. Just making the decision to go had changed her. 


“T think you could find it right here. Maybe all you needed was 
more freedom.” 


She moved closer to him in their comfortable bed, and he put an 
arm around her. “I had all the freedom I needed. I just didn't know 
what to do with it.” 


“Oh baby ...” He buried his face in her hair, and his eyes filled 
with tears again, but as she laid her face against his chest, he could 
feel her tears and her shoulders tremble. “Why are we doing this? 
Can't we just turn the clock back a few weeks and forget this ever 
happened?” 


Even through her tears she shook her head and then looked up at 
him. “I don't think so. I would always feel I'd missed something. I'll 
come back ... I promise ... I swear. I love you too much not to.” But 
something in his heart told him it just wouldn't happen no matter 
what she said. It was safer to keep her at home, to never let her go. 
Once gone, anything could happen. 


They lay for a long time, holding each other tight, their faces side 
by side, their lips meeting from time to time, and at last his hunger 
for her got the best of him. 


For the first time in two weeks, he took her with a passion and a 
longing that had been long since forgotten. There was a desperation 
to their lovemaking that had never been there before, a thirst, a 
loneliness, an insatiable hunger. And she felt it, too, along with 
guilt, regret, and a sorrow that almost overwhelmed her as they 
shuddered in unison and lay side by side kissing afterward, until 
finally he slept in her arms ... Oliver ... the boy she had loved long 
since ... the man he had become ... the love that had begun and 
now might end at Harvard. 


Chapter 4 


Christmas morning was a frantic rush. The table, the turkey, the 
presents, the phone calls from Chicago, and three calls from the 
Watsons. George called to say that Phyllis wasn't quite herself, and 
Oliver brushed it off as his father getting too wound up again over 
nothing. They were expected at noon, and arrived at almost two 
o'clock, with armloads of gifts for everyone, including a cashmere 
shawl for Agnes, and a huge soup bone for Andy. And contrary to 
George's warnings, Phyllis seemed remarkably well and looked 
lovely in a new purple wool dress she'd bought the day she'd gone 
shopping for hours and hours and worried her husband. 


They opened presents for what seemed like ages, and Sarah was 
stunned by the emerald ring Ollie had given her early that morning 
when he sat at the kitchen table, at the crack of dawn, watching her 
stuff the turkey. She had given him a sheepskin coat, some tapes she 
knew he wanted, some ties and socks, and silly things, and a 
beautiful new black leather briefcase. And as a joke, he'd given her a 
funny little red “school bag,” to remind her that she was just “a kid 
to him,” and a gold compass to find her way home, inscribed with 
the words Come Home Soon. I Love You. Ollie. 


“What's that for, Dad?” Sam had inquired, noticing the gift when 
Sarah opened it. “You and Mom going camping? That's a pretty 
fancy compass.” 


“Your mom's a pretty fancy woman. I just thought it might be 
useful if she got lost sometime.” He smiled, and Sam laughed, and 
Sarah gently reached out to touch Ollie. She kissed him tenderly, 


and afterward he followed her out to the kitchen to help carve the 
turkey. 


The meal itself was an uneventful one, except that halfway 
through, Grandma Phyllis started to get nervous. She seemed to 
jump out of her seat every chance she got, helping to carry plates 
that didn't need to go anywhere, bringing things in from the kitchen 
that didn't belong, and asking everyone ten times if they were ready 
for another helping. 


“What's the matter with Grandma?” Sam whispered to his father 
at one point, when Phyllis had scurried after Agnes, insisting that 
she was going to help her. “She never used to like to help in the 
kitchen that much.” Oliver had noticed it too, but imagined that she 
was just ill at ease about something. She seemed unusually agitated. 


“T think she just wants to help your mom and Agnes. 


Old people get like that sometimes. They want everyone to know 
that they're still useful.” 


“Oh.” Sam nodded, satisfied, but the others had noticed it too. 
And Mel looked worried as she glanced at her mother. Sarah only 
shook her head, not wanting the questions to form in words. It was 
suddenly obvious to her that her mother-in-law had some kind of a 
problem. 


But the meal went smoothly other than that. And everyone ate too 
many helpings of everything, and then collapsed in the living room, 
while Sarah, Agnes, and Phyllis tidied up the kitchen. Melissa joined 
them for a while, but then came to sit with the men and her two 
brothers. 


She looked worriedly at Grandpa George, and sat down next to 
him when she returned. “What's the matter with Grandma? She 
seems SO nervous.” 


“She gets like that sometimes, agitated. It's difficult to calm her 


down, sometimes it's just better to let her wear herself out as long as 
she's not doing any harm. Is she okay out there?” 


“T think so. She's running around the kitchen like a whirlwind.” 
But the truth was she wasn't really doing anything, just talking 
incessantly and moving dirty plates from here to there and back 
again without getting anything accomplished. Sarah and Agnes had 
noticed it, too, but no one had said anything, and eventually they 
had told Mel to go on into the other room. And with that, her 
grandmother had looked up, at the sound of her name, looking 
straight at her only female grandchild. 


“Mel? Is she here? Oh I'd love to see her, where is she?” Melissa 
had been stunned into silence and her mother had motioned her to 
go into the other room, but she was still shaken when she sat down 
next to her grandfather, and asked for an explanation. 


“She's so confused. I've never seen her like that before.” 


“It's been happening to her more and more often.” George Watson 
looked sadly at his son. It was exactly what he had been trying to 
explain to Ollie. Yet sometimes she was right as rain, and he 
wondered if he himself was imagining her confusion. It was hard to 
know what to think. One day she seemed totally out of control, and 
the next she seemed fine again, and sometimes she changed from 
hour to hour. It was both frightening and confusing. “I don't know 
what it is, Mel. I wish I did. Old age, I suppose, but she seems too 
young for that.” Phyllis Watson was only sixty-nine years old, and 
her husband was three years older. 


And a few minutes later, Phyllis and Sarah walked back into the 
room, and the older woman seemed much calmer. She sat down 
quietly in a chair, and chatted with Benjamin, who was telling her 
about applying to Harvard. He was applying to Princeton, too, 
Stanford on the West Coast, Brown, Duke, and Georgetown. With his 
grades and athletic skill, he had a host of great schools to choose 
from. But he still hoped that he would get into Harvard, and now so 
did Sarah. It would be exciting to be in school with him. Maybe if 
that happened, he would forgive her for leaving home eight months 
before he left for college. Ollie had even suggested that she wait 
until Benjamin left for school, but she didn't want to postpone 
anything. She had waited too many years for this to be willing to 


wait another hour. It was the kind of reaction Phyllis had foretold 
years before, but now she might not even remember or understand 
that. 


“How soon will you hear from all those schools?” George Watson 
was excited for his grandson. 


“Probably not until late April.” 
“That's a long time to wait, for a boy your age.” 


“Yes, it is.” Benjamin smiled and looked at his father lovingly. 
“Dad and I are going to tour the schools this spring while I wait. I 
know most of them, but I've never been to Duke, or Stanford.” 


“That's much too far away. I still think you should go to 
Princeton.” George's old school, and everyone smiled. George 
always thought that everyone should go to Princeton. 


“T might, if I don't get into Harvard. Maybe you'll get Mel to go 
there one day.” She groaned and threw a half-eaten cookie at him. 


“You know I want to go to UCLA and study drama.” 


“Yeah, if you don't get married first.” He usually said “knocked 
up,” but he wouldn't have dared in front of his parents. She was 
having a hot romance with a boy in his class, and although he didn't 
think she had gone “all the way” yet, he suspected that things were 
getting closer. But she had also recently become aware of his new 
romance, with a good-looking blond girl with a sensational figure, 
Sandra Carter. 


The evening wore on, and eventually the senior Watsons went 
home, and just after they did, Oliver looked questioningly at Sarah. 
She had been oddly quiet for the last half hour, and he knew she 
was thinking about what she would say to the children. In a way, 
they were all so tired that it would have been better to wait another 
day, but she had thought about it for so long that now she wanted 
to tell them. 


Benjamin was about to ask her for the keys to the car, and Melissa 
wanted to call a friend, and Sam was already yawning when Agnes 
appeared in the doorway. 


“It's time for Sam to go to bed. I'll take him up if you want, Mrs. 
Watson.” Everything in the kitchen was put away and she wanted to 
retire to her room, to enjoy the new television set the Watsons had 
given her for Christmas. 


“T'll take him up in a while. We want to talk first. Thank you, 
Agnes.” Sarah smiled at her, and for an instant Agnes stopped, there 
was something odd in her employer's eyes, but she only nodded and 
wished them all a merry Christmas, before going to her room for the 
night. Sam looked up at his mother with wide, tired eyes. 


“What are we going to talk about?” 


“Mom ... can I ... I was supposed to go out ...” Benjamin looked 
anxious to get out as he glanced at his new watch, and Sarah shook 
her head this time. 


“T'd like you to wait. There's something I want to talk to you all 
about.” 


“Something wrong?” He looked puzzled, and Mel looked down at 
them, she was already halfway up the stairs, but Sarah waited as 
they all gathered again and sat down. This seemed like official 
business now, and Oliver took a chair across the room, near the fire, 
wondering what she would say to them, and how they would take 
it. 


“T don't quite know where to start.” Sarah felt breathless 
suddenly, as she looked at all of them, her tall, handsome son, her 
daughter so grown up now, yet still a child, and Sam cuddled 
sleepily into the couch beside her. “There's something I've wanted to 
do for a long time, and I'm going to do it now, but it's not going to 
be easy for any of us. It's a big change. But the first thing I want you 
all to know is how much I love you, how much I care ... but 
something I've always believed, and told all of you, is that you have 
to be true to yourself,” she squeezed Sam's hand, and avoided 
Oliver's eyes as she went on, “you have to do what you think is 
right, even if it's hard to do sometimes.” She took another breath 
and there was dead silence in the room as they waited. They were 
frightened of what she was going to say. She looked so serious 


suddenly, and Benjamin noticed that their father looked pale. 
Maybe they were getting divorced, or having another kid, a baby 
wouldn't be so bad, a divorce would be the end of the world. None 
of them could imagine what it was. “I'm going back to school.” She 
sighed as she said the words. 


“You are?” Mel looked stunned. 
“Where?” Benjamin asked. 


“Why?” Sam wanted to know. It sounded dumb to him. School 
was for kids, and he couldn't wait to get out. Imagine going back 
when you were grown up. It sure wasn't something he'd want to do 
at her age. “Is Dad going back to school too?” 


Sarah smiled, but Oliver did not. It would have been easier for all 
of them if he were. Then they would all have gone to Cambridge. 
But she was the only one moving on, they were staying right here, 
with their safe, comfortable lives. Only she needed to sail out of 
port, out of the safe harbor of their lives, into unknown waters. But 
the thought exhilarated more than frightened her. One day she 
would explain that to them, but not now. Now they needed to know 
how it would affect them. And it would. There was no denying that. 
Especially Sam, who sat looking up expectantly at her. It tore at her 
heart, just looking at him. But still, she knew she had to leave them. 


“No, Dad's not going back to school. Just me. I'm going back to 
Harvard in a couple of weeks.” 


“Harvard?” Benjamin looked shocked. “You? Why?” He didn't 
understand. How could she go to school in Boston? And then slowly 
he understood. He glanced at his father's eyes and saw it all, the 
loneliness, the pain, the sorrow she had put there, but there was 
something anguished and sad in her eyes now too. 


“I'm going to come home as often as I can. And you'll still have 
Dad and Agnes to take care of you.” 

“You mean you're leaving us?” Sam sat bolt upright next to her, 
his eyes wide and instantly filled with terror. “Like for good?” 


“No, not for good,” she was quick to add. “Just for a while. I can 
come home for weekends and vacations.” She decided to tell them 
the truth. She owed them that much. “The program is for two 
years.” 


“Two years? 'Sam started to cry and for a moment no one else 
spoke as she tried to put her arms around him and he wrenched 
away, running into the middle of the room, toward his father. 
“You're going away and leaving us? Why? Don't you love us 
anymore?” She got up and reached out to him but he wanted none 
of it, and there were tears bright in her eyes now too. She had 
expected it to be hard, but not like this, and suddenly she ached at 
the pain she was causing all of them, yet she still knew it was what 
she had to do, for her own sake. 


“Of course I love you, Sam ... all of you ... I just need to do this 
... for myself ...” She tried to explain, but he couldn't hear her 
through his sobs, he had run to Mel and was clinging to her now as 
she started to cry too. She hung on to her little brother as though 
they both might drown, and looked up at her mother with accusing 
eyes. 


“Why, Mom?” They were the two most painful words she had 
ever heard, and she looked to Oliver for help, but he said nothing 
now. He was as heartbroken over it as their children 


“It's hard to explain. It's just something I've wanted to do for a 
long time.” 


“Ts it you and Dad?” Mel asked through her tears as she held on to 
Sam. “Are you getting divorced?” 


“No, we're not. Nothing's going to change. I just need to go away 
for a while, to accomplish something for myself, to be someone on 
my own, without all of you.” She didn't tell them they were 
dragging her down, that they kept her from creating anything on 
her own. It would have been unfair to them, but so was this. It was 
easy to see that now. In a way Oliver had been right, he always was, 
but she knew that she was right too. They'd survive, and she'd come 


back to them a better person. If she stayed, she would die. She knew 
that for sure now. 


“Can't you go to school here?” Benjamin asked her quietly. He 
looked shocked too. But he was too old to cry. He just kept looking 
at her, as though wanting to understand, sure that there was 
another reason for all this. Maybe they were getting divorced and 
didn't want to tell the kids. But then why didn't she take the kids 
with her? It just didn't make sense. All he knew was that their 
family was falling apart, and he wasn't sure why. But he wanted to 
believe that she had good reasons for this. He loved her so much. He 
wanted to understand her side, too, but he couldn't. 


“T don't think I could get anything done here, Benjamin. Harvard 
is the right place for me.” She smiled sadly, feeling Sam's sobs tear 
through her guts like a physical pain, but not daring to approach 
him. Every time she tried, he flailed out wildly at her. And Oliver 
was keeping his distance from him too. “Maybe we'll both be there 
together in the fall.” 


“That would be nice.” Benjamin smiled at her. He would always 
believe in her, and the things she did, but inside he was staggering 
from the blow. He felt as if his whole life had been blown apart in a 
single moment. It had never dawned on him that either of his 
parents would go anywhere. They were there to stay ... or maybe 
not after all. But he would never have thought that she would be the 
one to go. He could hardly think as he sat in his chair trying to stay 
calm, watching Oliver in the corner of the room, and then he stood 
up and looked at his dad, and asked him point-blank, “Dad, what do 
you think about this?” 


“It's your mother's decision, Son. We can't stand in her way. And 
she hasn't given us much choice. She believes she's doing the right 
thing, and we just have to make the best of it and support her.” He 
met Sarah's eyes then, and for him something had changed. She had 
hurt his children now, not just him, and he would never forget that, 
but he also knew that he would always love her. “We're going to 
miss you, Sarrie.” The beauty of Christmas was forgotten now, the 
laughter, and the traditions and the gifts. This was the hardest night 


of their lives, but it could have been worse. Something could have 
happened to one of them. This was just for a while, or so she said. 
Two years. It seemed like an eternity to them now, as Sarah 
attempted to approach Mel and Sam again. Sam just cried more and 
Mel held up her hand to keep her away and looked at both her 
parents with equal anger. 


“T think you're lying to us. I think you're leaving for good, and you 
don't have the guts to tell us. But if you are, why aren't you taking 
us with you?” 

“Because I'm not. And what would you do in Cambridge? Lose all 
your friends here? Go to a new school? Live in a tiny apartment 
with me while I write papers and study for exams? Benjamin's in his 
senior year, you have two more to go. Do you really want to snake 
all that up? And I couldn't take care of you while I'm going to 
school. You're much better off here with Daddy and Aggie, in your 
own home, going to a school you love, with friends you've had for 
years, in familiar surroundings.” 


“You're walking out on us.” Mel's eyes were filled with shards of 
anger and pain, and Sam's sobs had never dimmed once. Mel turned 
on her father then. “You must have done something awful to her to 
make her walk out on us like this.” She hated them both and knew 
she always would. Forever. 


Sarah was quick to his defense. “That's not true, Mel. Your father 
has nothing to do with this.” 


“People don't just go away to school. Not grown-ups anyway. You 
must hate us all a lot to go.” Sam's sobs grew to a wail, and Mel 
stood up and held him in her arms. And then he turned to look at 
his mother again, his face ravaged by tears, and she took no step 
toward him this time. He was no longer hers. He was theirs now. 


Sam could hardly speak through his sobs. “Iss ... iss ... that true? 
Do ... do ... you ... hate us, Mom?” Her heart broke at the thought 
and tears spilled down her cheeks as she shook her head. 


“No, I don't. I love you with all my heart ... all of you, and 
Daddy.” She was crying now, and Oliver turned away from all of 


them, as they stood silently watching each other, not knowing what 
to do. Their family had been destroyed in one fell swoop. And then, 
quietly, he walked over to Mel and took Sam in his arms, and Sam 
clung to him as he had years before, when he was a baby. 


“It's gonna be all right, Son ... we're gonna be okay.” He bent and 
tried to kiss Mel, but she pulled away from him, and ran up to her 
room, and an instant later they heard the door slam, and then 
slowly Oliver walked up the stairs with Sam, and Sarah and 
Benjamin were left alone. He looked at her, still in shock, unable to 
believe what he'd heard, yet knowing it was true. 


“Mom ... why?” 


He was old enough to talk to openly and she always had. “I'm not 
sure I know. I just know I can't do this anymore, and that seems 
right. That's all I know. I want to be more than this. More than 
someone who drives car pools and waits for Sam to come home 
from school.” For a moment, it sounded to Ben as though she hated 
being their mother. 


“But couldn't you wait?” Other moms did. 


“Not long enough. I have to do it now.” She blew her nose, but 
the tears wouldn't stop. It was awful hurting them, but without 
meaning to, they were hurting her too. They had for years. And so 
had Ollie. 


Benjamin nodded, wishing he understood. He loved her and 
wished her well, but secretly he thought it was a terrible thing to 
do. He couldn't imagine leaving a child. He had never thought she 
would do a thing like that. But she had, and she was, and now 
everything was changed. What was left? Nothing. A bunch of kids. A 
father who worked all the time. And a hired woman to cook for 
them. Suddenly, he couldn't wait to get out in the fall. He would 
have left sooner if he could. He had no family anymore. Just a 
bunch of people he lived with. It was almost as if she'd died, only 
worse, because she could have stayed if she wanted to. And it was 
knowing that she didn't want to that really hurt him. All that crap 
about how she cared about them. If she did, she'd stay, but she was 


going. That said it all. He looked down at his feet, and then back up 
at her, feeling guilty for his thoughts, and wanting to get out of the 
house as fast as he could. He had always believed in her, even more 
than in his dad, and suddenly she was screwing all of them. Just like 
that. Him, Mel, Sam, even his dad. He felt sorry for him, but there 
was nothing he could do to change it. 


“T'm sorry to ask you now ... I was wondering if ... do you think 
Dad would mind if I took the car for a while?” 


She shook her head, wondering what he really thought. He had 
always been the one she was closest to. “I'm sure it's okay.” It was as 
though suddenly she no longer had any authority. She had turned in 
her keys. It was a glimpse of what coming back on weekends would 
be like. They wouldn't be used to having her around, she wouldn't 
have any authority over them anymore. It wasn't going to be easy, 
no matter what she did. “Are you all right?” She was worried about 
him. She knew that even if he wasn't saying much, he was hard hit. 
And he was still only seventeen, after all. She didn't want him going 
out and getting drunk and then trying to drive home, or some other 
wild idea. “Where are you going at this hour?” It was after ten 
o'clock on Christmas night and she wasn't crazy about the idea of 
having him on the roads. 


“Just to see a friend. I'll be back in a while.” 


“Okay.” She nodded and he turned to go, and then suddenly she 
reached out to him and grabbed his hand. “I love you ... please 
always remember that ...” She was crying again, and he wanted to 
say something to her, but he didn't. She had hurt him too much, 
hurt all of them. All he could do was nod, and walk to the front 
door as he picked up his coat. And a moment later he was gone. She 
shuddered as the front door slammed, and then she walked slowly 
up the stairs to their bedroom. She could still hear sobs coming from 
Mel's room, and the door was locked when she tried, and Mel 
wouldn't answer her, and there was no sound from Sam's, and she 
didn't dare go in and wake him. She walked into her own room, and 
sat down on the bed, feeling as if she'd been hit by a truck, and it 


was an hour later when Oliver finally came in. He found her lying 
on the bed, staring at the wall, her eyes still full of tears. 


“How is he?” She hadn't even gone to him. He was Oliver's now, 
no longer hers. They all were. She might as well be gone and then 
she realized that she should leave as soon as possible. It would 
probably be easier for all of them, now that they knew she was 
going. 

“He's asleep.” Oliver sank down in a chair with an exhausted sigh. 
It had been a long day, and an endless night, and he didn't want to 
play games with her anymore. She was ruining their lives, all for 
what she wanted. His mother had been right. But it was too late 
now. They were in it up to their necks, and if his kids were going to 
survive, he had to start swimming fast. He had just gotten his feet 
wet with Sam, and there was still Mel to worry about, and 
Benjamin. He had seen the look in the boy's eyes. Even at seventeen 
he was badly shaken up by what Sarah had done. “I don't know if 
any of them are ever going to recover from this.” 


“Don't say things like that. I feel bad enough as it is.” 


“Maybe not. Maybe if you felt bad enough, you wouldn't do it. 
They're never going to trust anyone again, least of all me. If their 
own mother walks out on them, what do you suppose they're going 
to expect from the rest of the world? Just what do you think this is 
going to do to them, make them better people? Hell, no. They'll be 
lucky if they survive. We all will.” 


“What if I'd died?” 


“That would have been easier for them. At least it wouldn't have 
been your choice, and even that apparently makes kids feel 
rejected.” 


“Thanks a lot. So you're telling me that I'm the ultimate bad guy, 
is that it?” She was angry again. He was trying to beat her with 
guilt, and she felt guilty enough already. 

“Maybe I am telling you that, Sarah. Maybe you are. Maybe 
you're just a real selfish bitch, and you don't give a damn about any 
of us. That's possible, isn't it?” 


“Maybe. Are you telling me you don't want me back?” 


“Don't put words in my mouth.” The trouble was, he did, he 
always would, no matter what she did to him and the kids, but he 
hated her now for what she had just done to them. Sam had held on 
to him like a drowning child, and he was. He was going to hurt for a 
long, long time, and Oliver meant what he had said. He wondered if 
all of them would be marked by this for life. Surely Sam would, 
particularly if she didn't come back to stay, which Oliver realized 
was entirely possible, even though she denied that now, but things 
were going to change for her once she was at Harvard again. There 
were going to be other people in her life, and Oliver and the kids 
would be far, far from there. There were no guarantees now, for 
either of them. 


“T think I should leave in the next few days. It's too hard on all of 
us if I stay for the next two weeks.” 


“That's up to you.” He walked into the bathroom and got 
undressed. He suddenly didn't feel close to her anymore. They had 
made love only the night before, and now she seemed like a 
stranger to him. A stranger who had walked into his house and 
emotionally abused his kids. “When do you think you'll go?” he 
asked when he came back and sat down on the bed. 


“Day after tomorrow maybe. I have to get organized.” 
“Maybe I should take the kids away so they don't see you leave.” 


“That might be a thought.” She looked at him sadly then, there 
was nothing left to say. They had said it all, the accusations, the 
regrets, the apologies, the explanations, and now the tears. “I don't 
know what to say to you anymore.” Especially after tonight, after 
watching their children cry. And yet she was still going. 


“Neither do I.” She looked numb and broken. 


They lay in silence in the dark, and at last, at 2:00 A.M., he fell 
asleep. But Sarah lay wide awake until the dawn, and it was only 
then that she heard Benjamin come in. But she said nothing to him. 
He was a good boy, and he'd had a hard time. This was going to be 
hard for him too. He was still only a boy, or so she thought. 


He had become a man that night, and it had been a strange and 
beautiful experience for him. Sandra's parents had been away, and 
he had made love to her for the first time. It was as though he had 
been given a woman of his own in exchange for the one he had lost 
earlier that evening. It was an odd, bittersweet night for him, and 
after that they had talked long into the night, about what was 
happening at home, and how he felt about it. He could talk to 
Sandra, as he could to no one else, and then they had made love 
again, and at last he had come home, to his own bed, to think of the 
new love he had, and what it meant, and the mother he had lost, 
and suddenly that seemed a little less awesome to him, because of 
Sandra. 


Sarah lay listening to the sounds of the house as they all slept, 
wishing she was one of them again. But she wasn't anymore. It was 
as though she were someone else, and the only thing left was to get 
on with her new life now. She was still excited about that, in spite 
of what it had cost in hearts and lives. And as they all slept, she got 
up and began to pack. She packed everything she wanted in three 
suitcases and when Oliver got up in the morning, she was through. 
She had showered and dressed, and made a reservation on a plane. 
She had called a hotel in Cambridge where she had once stayed. 
And she had made up her mind to leave by that afternoon at the 
latest. 


“Where are you going at this hour?” Oliver looked surprised to 
see her dressed when he got up, and he sensed that a lot had gone 
on while he slept. 


“Nowhere yet. I'm leaving tonight. Ill tell the kids when they get 
up. They can't be much more upset than they already are. Why don't 
you take them away somewhere for a breather?” 


“T'll try. I'll see what I can do.” He showered and changed and 
made some calls. And at breakfast they both told them that Sarah 
was leaving sooner than she'd planned, and he was taking them 
skiing in Vermont. He asked Agnes to pack for Sam, and for a 
moment Benjamin seemed to hold back. He said there were some 
things he wanted to do for school during the rest of the vacation. 


“During Christmas break?” Oliver looked skeptical and wondered 
if it was a girl. 
“How long will we be gone?” 


“Three or four days.” Long enough to distract everyone if that was 
possible, and then back to the pall that would have fallen over the 
house when she left. It was already there now. They had looked 
shocked when she said she was leaving that day, but they were 
already so numb from the pain of the night before that nothing 
surprised them now, and they just nodded over the breakfasts they 
barely touched. Benjamin looked tired and didn't say much, he 
hardly ate, and Mel wasn't speaking to anyone, and Sam looked 
constantly at his father, as though to be sure he was still there and 
hadn't left them. 


In the end, Benjamin agreed to come to Vermont with them and 
they managed to leave the house by four, before Sarah left for the 
airport. The good-byes were terrible, and Sam was crying again 
when they left her. Agnes stood in the doorway rigid with dismay, 
and even Benjamin had tears in his eyes this time, Sarah couldn't 
even speak, and Oliver was crying openly as they drove away. He 
looked in the mirror only once, and almost felt his heart physically 
break as he saw her standing there, in front of the house, her arm 
lifted in a last wave. His whole life was gone, in one moment, the 
woman he loved, and everything he had built. Vanished, in 
exchange for the insanity she wanted. And he figured it didn't hurt 
for his kids to see him cry. He was hurting as badly as they were, 
and as he looked down at Sam, he smiled through his tears, and 
pulled the boy closer to him. 


“Come on, champ, we're gonna be okay, you know. And so is 
Mom.” There were still tears in his eyes as he tried to smile at Sam 
and the other children. 


“Will we ever see her again?” It was just what Ollie had feared. 
Sam trusted nothing and no one now, but Ollie wasn't sure he did 
himself, who could blame him? 


“Of course we will. And one of these days we won't feel quite this 
bad. It hurts like hell right now though, doesn't it?” His voice 
choked up again, and in the backseat Benjamin blew his nose. Mel 
was crying, too, but she was lost in her own thoughts, and said 
nothing to any of them, and hadn't since that morning. 


It was going to be odd being mother and father to them, odd 
doing the things she had done for them ... taking them to the doctor 
... the orthodontist ... buying Sam's shoes ... when would he find 
the time for all of it? How would he manage without her? But more 
importantly than that, how would he live without the woman he 
loved, without her hand and her life and her comfort and her 
laughter? It was a long quiet drive to Vermont, and no one spoke 
until they were well into Massachusetts and stopped for dinner. 


Sarah was in Boston by then, and on her way to Cambridge, to 
start a new life. The life she had wanted, without them. 


Chapter 5 


In the end, the skiing was fun, and after the first few days they all 
started to come to life again, although some of them more slowly 
than others. Sam had nightmares at night, and he cried easily now, 
but he laughed, too, and he had a great time skiing with his father. 
And Benjamin even entered a downhill race before they went home, 
but whenever he wasn't skiing, he was calling friends, as though 
they alone held the solution to all his problems. Only Mel remained 
withdrawn, skiing halfheartedly and avoiding the rest of them. She 
was the only female in their midst now, and Oliver tried to boost 
her spirits repeatedly, but she wouldn't even let him get near her. 
She seemed to have nothing to say to them, the only one she ever 
spoke to was Sam, and even with him she was painfully quiet. 


Oliver kept busy with all of them, renting skis and boots for them, 
loading and unloading the car, organizing meals, tucking Sam into 
bed, keeping an eye on Mel, making sure everyone was properly 
dressed, and by eight o'clock at night he was exhausted. He could 
barely get through their evening meal, and at night he fell into bed 
with Sam. He had decided to share a room with him, in case the 
child was too lonely. And Sam wet the bed twice, which kept Oliver 
busy even at night, changing sheets, turning the mattress around, 
and finding fresh blankets. It was obvious that Sam was deeply 
distressed, as they all were, but Ollie had his hands so full with 
them that he hardly had time to think of Sarah. It was only at night, 
as he lay in bed, that he could feel the ache in his heart, and when 
he woke in the morning, the pain of the memory of her struck him 
with the weight of a mountain. It was a little bit as though she had 
died, and it was only on the third day they were in Vermont that 


Ollie even brought her name up. He said something about “Mom,” 
and their heads spun around, each of them wearing the clear 
evidence of their pain, and he was instantly sorry he had said it. 


It was New Year's Day when they drove back, and they were all in 
better spirits, and looked incredibly healthy. It was when they got 
home that it hit them again. The house was too quiet, the dog was 
asleep, and even Aggie was out. And Oliver realized that they had 
all secretly hoped that Sarah would be waiting for them, but she 
wasn't. She was long gone, and even though Oliver had her number 
at the hotel in Cambridge, he didn't call her that night. He put Sam 
to bed, after Mel helped him make dinner. Benjamin went out. He 
appeared in the kitchen dressed for what looked like a date as the 
others sat at the kitchen table. 


“So soon?” Ollie smiled. None of them had even unpacked. “Must 
be someone special.” 


Benjamin smiled noncommittally at his father. “Just a friend. Can 
I borrow the car, Dad?” 


“Don't come home late, Son. And be careful. There will still be a 
lot of drunks on the road tonight.” At least he was grateful that his 
son was cautious and he knew he never drove if he drank. More 
than once, Benjamin had called them to pick him up, even if he'd 
just had a beer or two with friends. Sarah had drummed that into 
him, that and a lot of other things. She had left her mark on all of 
them, and now she was gone, and Oliver wondered when she would 
come home for the much promised weekend. She'd only been gone 
for six days, and it already felt like a lifetime. 


It was strange going to bed alone that night, and he lay in bed 
thinking about her, as he had all week, and trying to pretend to 
himself that he really wasn't. At midnight, he finally turned on the 
light, and tried reading some papers he had brought home from the 
office. His boss had been a good sport about giving him the week off 
on such short notice, and he was in better shape now, but not much. 
He was still awake when Benjamin came home at one o'clock, and 
stopped in the doorway to say good night. Oliver had left the door 


open so he could hear Sam, and Benjamin stood looking sadly at 
him, as he put the car keys down on a table. 


“Tt must be hard on you, Dad ... I mean ... with Mom gone.” 


Oliver nodded. There wasn't much he could say to him. It was 
hard on all of them. “I guess well get used to it, and she'll come 
home soon.” But he didn't sound convinced, and Benjamin nodded. 
“Did you have a good time tonight? It's kind of late to be coming 
home at this hour on a school night.” 


“Yeah ... I kind of lost track of the time. Sorry, Dad.” He smiled 
and said good night. An hour later Oliver heard Sam crying, and he 
hurried into his bedroom. The boy was still asleep, and Ollie sat 
down next to him and stroked his head. His dark hair was damp, 
and eventually he settled down again. But at four o'clock, Oliver felt 
him slip into bed beside him. The child cuddled up next to him, and 
Ollie thought about carrying him back to his room, but in truth he 
found he was grateful to have him near him, and he turned over and 
went back to sleep. And father and son slept peacefully until 
morning. 


At breakfast the next day, there was the usual chaos. Aggie 
cooked waffles and bacon for everyone, which was usually a 
weekend treat, saved only for special occasions. It was as though she 
knew they needed something special now, and she had packed an 
extra nice lunch for Sam, with all his favorites. She was going to 
drive his car pool now, and Ollie left for the train feeling 
disorganized and rushed, which was unlike him. He had been busy 
leaving instructions for everyone, and reminded everyone to come 
home on time and get to work on their homework. That was what 
Sarah did, wasn't it? Or was it? Everything had always seemed so 
peaceful when she was there, so in control, and so happy when he 
left for the office. And once there, he was greeted by a week's stack 
of work and reports on pending projects. He couldn't leave until 
seven o'clock that night, and it was close to nine when he got home. 
Benjamin was out again, Mel was on the phone with friends, and 
Sam was watching TV in his father's bed, having forgotten to do his 


homework, and Aggie hadn't pressed him. She told Oliver she hadn't 
wanted to upset him. 


“Can I sleep with you, Dad?” 


“Don't you think you should sleep in your own bed, Son?” He was 
afraid it might become a nightly habit. 


“Just tonight? ... please ... I promise, I'll be good.” 


Oliver smiled at him, and stooped to kiss the top of his head. “I'd 
be a lot happier if you'd done your homework.” 


“T forgot.” 


“Apparently.” He took off his coat and tie, set down his briefcase 
near the desk, and sat down on the bed next to Sam, wondering if 
Sarah had called, but not daring to ask him. “What'd you do today?” 


“Nothing much. Aggie let me watch TV when I got home.” They 
both knew Sarah had never let him do that. Things were changing 
rapidly without her, a little too much so for Ollie. 


“Where's Benjamin?” 
“Out.” Sam looked unconcerned. 


“So I gathered.” And he was going to have to handle that too. He 
was not allowed to go out on weekday nights, even if this was his 
senior year. He was only seventeen, and Ollie wasn't about to let 
him run wild without Sarah. “Tell you what, champ. I'll let you 
sleep here tonight, but that's it. Tomorrow you go back to your own 
bed. Deal?” 


“Deal.” They shook hands on it as the child grinned, and Oliver 
turned off the light. 


“I'm going to go downstairs to get something to eat. Get some 
sleep.” 

“G'night, Dad.” He looked happy as he snuggled into the big bed, 
taking over the half that had been Sarah's. 

“Sleep tight ...” Oliver stood looking at him for a long moment 
from the doorway. “I love you.” He whispered the words, and then 
went to check on Mel. She had dragged the hall phone into her 


bedroom, and there was disorder everywhere, clothes, books, hot 
rollers, shoes. It was a wonder she could get into the room at all, 
and she looked up at her father with a curious look as he waited for 
her to end the call. But she only covered the receiver with her hand. 


“You want something, Dad?” 


“Yes. Hello and a kiss might be nice. Have you done your 
homework?” 


“Hello. And yes, I have.” She sounded annoyed even to be asked 
the question. 


“Want to keep me company while I eat dinner?” She hesitated, 
and then nodded, looking none too pleased. She would have 
preferred staying on the phone with her friend, but her father had 
made it sound like a command performance. The truth was, he 
didn't want to eat alone, and she was the only candidate in the 
house, other than Aggie. 


“Okay. I'll be right down.” He picked his way gingerly across the 
room, and went downstairs to find the dinner Aggie had left him. 
She had wrapped the plate in tinfoil and left it in the oven to stay 
warm, but when he uncovered it, there wasn't much there he 
wanted. 


The lamb chops were overcooked, the baked potato was still hard, 
and the broccoli had died hours before. Even the smell of it didn't 
appeal to him, and he threw it all out and made himself fried eggs 
and fresh-squeezed orange juice, waiting for Mel to join him. He 
gave up eventually and by the time she came down, he was finished 
eating. 

“Where's Benjamin?” He thought she might know, but she only 
shrugged. 

“With friends, I guess,” 

“On a weekday night? That's not very smart.” She shrugged again, 
and looked pained to be baby-sitting for her father. “Are you 
spending any time with Sam when you get home?” He worried 
about Sam most of all, especially when it was hard for him to get 


home on time. The child needed more in his life now than just 
Aggie. 
“T have a lot of homework to do, Dad.” 


“That didn't look like homework to me just now, in your 
bedroom.” 

“He's in bed, isn't he?” 

“He wasn't when I got home. He needs you now, Mel. We all do.” 
He smiled. “You're the lady of the house now that Mom's gone.” But 
it was a responsibility she had never wanted. She wanted to be free 
to be with her friends, or at least talk to them. It wasn't her fault her 
Mom had gone. It was his. If he hadn't done whatever he did that 
she still couldn't figure out, Sarah would probably never have left 
them. “I want you to spend time with him. Talk to him, keep him 
company for a little while, check his homework.” 

“Why? He's got Aggie.” 

“That's not the same thing. Come on, Mel, be nice to him. You 
always used to treat him like your baby.” She had even cradled him 
the night Sarah told them she was leaving. But now, it was as 
though she wanted no part of any of them. Like Sarah, she had 
divorced herself from all of them. And Oliver suddenly wondered if 
Benjamin was having the same reaction. He seemed to want to be 
out all the time, and that was going to have to stop too. He just 
wished he had more time with all of them, to help them cope with 
their reactions and their problems. The phone rang as he was 
talking to her, and he almost sighed when he heard his father on the 
line. He was too tired to talk to him now. It was after ten o'clock, 
and he wanted to shower and climb into bed with Sam. It had been 
a brutal day at the office, and coming home at night was no longer 
easy either. 


“Hi, Dad. How are you?” 


“T'm all right.” He seemed to hesitate, and Oliver watched Mel 
escape while he talked to his father. “But your mother's not.” 


“Oh? Is she sick?” For once, Oliver was too tired to be very 
worried. 


“It's a long story, Son.” The older man sighed as Oliver waited for 
the news. “She had a brain scan this afternoon.” 


“My God ... what for?” 


“She's been acting confused ... and she got lost last week while 
you were gone. I mean really lost this time, and she fell off some 
steps and sprained her ankle.” Oliver felt suddenly guilty for not 
calling from Vermont, but he had had his hands full too. “She's 
lucky, I suppose, at her age, she could have broken her hip, or 
worse.” But it couldn't be much worse than what they had told him. 


“Dad, they don't do brain scans for a sprained ankle. What is it?” 
His father seemed to be wandering too, and Oliver was too tired to 
listen to a long story. 


He seemed to hesitate again. “I was wondering if ... could I drive 
over to see you?” 


“Now?” Oliver sounded stunned. “Dad, what's wrong?” 


“T just need to talk, that's all. And our neighbor Margaret Porter 
will keep an eye on her. She's been a great help. Her husband had 
the same kind of problems.” 


“What problems? What are you talking about? What did they 
find?” Oliver sounded impatient with him, which was rare, but he 
was so tired and suddenly very worried. 


“No tumors, nothing like that. That was a possibility, of course. 
Look ... if it's too late ...” But it was obvious that he needed to talk 
to someone, and Ollie didn't have the heart to tell him not to come 
over. 


“No, it's fine, Dad, come on over.” 


He put a pot of coffee on and made himself a cup, wondering 
again where Benjamin was and when he was coming home. It was 
too late to be out on a school night, and he was anxious to tell him 
just that. But his father arrived first, looking worn and pale. He 
looked years older than he had just a week before on Christmas, and 


it reminded Oliver again of his father's weak heart. He wondered if 
he should be out driving alone at night, but he didn't want to upset 
him now by asking. 


“Come on in, Dad.” He hoped the doorbell hadn't woken Sam, as 
he escorted his father into the big, friendly kitchen. His father 
declined the coffee, but took a cup of instant decaf, and let himself 
slowly down into one of the kitchen chairs, as Ollie watched him. 
“You look worn out.” He probably shouldn't have let him come, but 
he had thought his father needed to talk, and he was right. He 
slowly told Oliver the results of the brain scan. 


“She has Alzheimer's, Son. Her brain is visibly shrinking, 
according to the scan. They can't be sure of course, but that and her 
recent behavior seem to confirm the diagnosis.” 


“That's ridiculous.” Oliver didn't want to believe it. “Get another 
diagnosis.” But George Watson only shook his head. He knew better. 


“There's no point. I know they're right. You don't know the things 
she's been doing lately. She gets lost, she gets confused, she forgets 
simple things she's known all her life, like how to use a phone, the 
names of friends.” Tears filled his eyes. “Sometimes she even gets 
confused about who I am. She's not sure if I'm me, or you. She called 
me Oliver for days last week, and then she flew into a rage when I 
tried to correct her. She uses language I've never heard her use 
before. Sometimes I'm embarrassed to take her out in public. She 
called the bank teller we see every week a 'fucking asshole’ the other 
day. The poor woman almost fainted.” Oliver smiled in spite of 
himself. But it wasn't funny. It was sad. And then suddenly George 
looked around with a puzzled air. “Where's Sarah? In bed?” 


For a moment, Oliver thought of telling him she was out, but 
there was no point hiding the truth from him. 


He had to find out sometime. The odd thing was that he felt 
ashamed of it, as though he had failed to keep his wife, as though it 
were clearly all his fault. “She's gone, Dad.” 


“Gone where?” His father looked blank. “Gone out?” 


“No, gone back to school. To Harvard.” 


“She left you?” George looked stunned. “When did that happen? 
She was here with you on Christmas ...”It seemed impossible to 
comprehend, but he suddenly saw the sorrow in his son's eyes, and 
now he understood it. “Oh God, Ollie ... I'm so sorry ... When did 
all this come up?” 


“She told me about three weeks ago. She enrolled in their master's 
program last fall, but I think there's more to it than that. She says 
she's coming back, but I'm not sure of that. I think she's kidding 
herself more than she's kidding us. I don't know what to believe yet. 
We'll have to wait and see what happens.” 


“How are the children taking it?” 


“On the surface, pretty well. I took them skiing last week, and it 
did us all a lot of good. That's why I didn't call you. She left the day 
after Christmas. But in reality, I think we're all still in shock. Mel 
blames it all on me, Sam has nightmares every night, and Benjamin 
seems to be handling it by hiding out with his friends day and night. 
Maybe I'm not sure I blame him. Maybe if that had happened to me 
at his age, I'd have done the same thing.” But the idea of his mother 
leaving them was inconceivable to both of them, and it brought 
their thoughts back to her, after Oliver's astounding revelation. 
“What are you going to do about Mom?” 


“T'm not sure what I can do. They said that at the rate she's going, 
she could degenerate pretty rapidly. Eventually, she won't recognize 
anyone, she won't know me.” His eyes filled with tears again, he 
couldn't bear to think of it. He felt as though he were losing her day 
by day, and the thought of it made him feel all the more sharply 
Oliver's pain over losing Sarah. But he was young enough, he'd find 
someone else one day. Phyllis was the only woman George had ever 
loved, and after forty-seven years he couldn't bear the thought of 
losing her. He took out a linen handkerchief, blew his nose, and 
took a deep breath as he went on again. “They said it could take six 
months or a year, or a lot less, before she's in a totally removed 
state. They just don't know. But they think it will be hard to keep 
her at home once that happens. I don't know what to do ...” His 
voice quavered and Oliver's heart went out to him. He reached out 


and took his hand. It was hard for him to believe they were talking 
about his own mother, the woman who had always been so 
intelligent and strong, and now she was forgetting everything she 
had ever known and breaking his father's heart in the process. 


“You can't let yourself get too overwrought about this, or it'll 
make you sick too.” 


“That's what Margaret says. She's the neighbor I told you about. 
She's always been very good to us. Her husband suffered from 
Alzheimer's for years, and she finally had to put him in a home. She 
had two heart attacks herself, and she couldn't take care of him 
herself anymore. He was like that for six years, and he finally passed 
away last August.” He looked miserably at his son. “Ollie ... I can't 
stand the thought of losing her ... of her not remembering anything 

.. it's like watching her fade away bit by bit, and she's so difficult 
now. And she was always so good-natured.” 


“T thought she seemed a little agitated on Christmas Day, but I 
didn't realize anything like this was happening. I was too wrapped 
up in my own problems, I guess. What can I do to help?” It was 
hideous, he was losing his mother and his wife, and his daughter 
would hardly speak to him. The women in his life were fading fast, 
but he had to think of his father now, and not himself. “What can I 
do for you, Dad?” 


“Just be there, I guess.” The two men's eyes met and held, and 
Oliver felt a closeness to him he hadn't felt in years. 


“T love you, Dad.” He wasn't ashamed to say it now, although 
years before, the words might have embarrassed his father. When 
Oliver was young, his father had been very stern. But he had 
softened over the years, and he needed his son desperately now, 
more than he'd ever needed anyone. 


“T love you too, Son.” They were both crying openly, and George 
blew his nose again, as Oliver heard the front door open and close 
quietly, and he turned to see Benjamin walking swiftly up the stairs 
and he called out to him. 


“Not so fast, young man. Where've you been until eleven-thirty at 
night on a weekday?” 


Benjamin turned, looking flushed from the cold and 
embarrassment, and then he looked surprised to see his grandfather 
sitting there. “Out with friends ... sorry, Dad. I didn't think you'd 
mind. Hi, Grampa, what are you doing here? Something wrong?” 


“Your grandmother's not well.” Oliver was suddenly stern, and 
feeling strong again. His father's warmth seemed to give him new 
strength, at least someone still cared about him. And his father 
needed him, and so did the kids, even if Sarah didn't need him 
anymore. “And you know damn well you're not allowed to go out on 
a school night. You pull that again and you're grounded for two 
weeks. Got that, mister?” 


“Okay, okay ... I told you I was sorry.” Oliver nodded. The boy 
looked odd. Not drunk or stoned, but as though there was 
something different about him suddenly. He seemed more of a man, 
and he didn't seem inclined to argue. “What's wrong with 
Grandma?” 


His grandfather looked up unhappily, and Oliver spoke up quickly 
for him. “Your grandmother's been having some problems.” 


“Will she be okay?” Benjamin looked suddenly young and very 
frightened. It was as though Tie couldn't bear the thought of losing 
anyone else. He looked worriedly at the two men, and Oliver patted 
his shoulder. “She'll be okay. Your grandpa needs some support, 
that's all. Maybe you can find some spare time for him, away from 
all those friends that are so appealing.” 


“Sure, Grampa. I'll come over and visit this weekend.” The boy 
was fond of him, and George Watson was crazy about his 
grandchildren. Sometimes Oliver thought he liked them better than 
he had his only son. He was mellower now and better able to enjoy 
them. 


“Your grandmother and I would like that.” He stood up, feeling 
tired and old, and touched the boy's arm, as though it might restore 
some youth to him. “Thank you both. I'd better be getting home 


now. Mrs. Porter will be wanting to get home. I left your 
grandmother with her.” He walked slowly to the front door, with 
Benjamin and Oliver following. 


“Will you be all right, Dad?” Oliver wondered if he should drive 
him home, but his father insisted that he preferred his 
independence. “Call when you get home then.” 


“Don't be foolish!” George snapped. “I'm fine. It's your mother 
who's not well.” But his face softened again then, and he hugged 
Oliver to him. “Thank you, Son ... for everything ... and ... I'm sorry 
about ...”He glanced at Benjamin, and his look took them both in. 
“.,. about Sarah. Call if you need anything. When your mother's 
feeling a little better, maybe Sam could come over and spend a 
weekend.” But it didn't sound as though she was going to be getting 
any better. 


Both men watched George drive away, and Oliver sighed as he 
closed the front door. Nothing was simple anymore. For anyone. It 
was sobering to think about the problem with his mother. He turned 
to look at Benjamin then, wondering what was going on in his life 
that he wasn't sharing. 


“So where are you going these days when you're out till all 
hours?” He eyed him carefully as they turned out the lights and 
headed upstairs. 

“Just out with friends. Same old crowd.” But something in the 
way he moved his mouth told Ollie he was lying. 

“T wish I thought you were telling me the truth.” 

Benjamin gave a start and turned to look at him. “What makes 
you say that?” 

“It's a girl, isn't it?” Oliver was smarter than he knew, and 
Benjamin looked away with an odd smile that said it all. 

“Maybe it is. It's no big deal.” But it was. A very big deal. His first 
affair, and he was crazy about her. They were spending every 
minute they could in bed. Her parents were out all the time. Both 
her parents worked, and they seemed to go out a lot, and she was 


the last child at home, so they had plenty of free time to themselves, 
and they knew exactly what to do with it. Sandra was his first big 
love. She was a pretty girl from his school. They were in the same 
chemistry class, and he was helping her pass it. She was on 
academic probation all the time, unlike him, and she didn't really 
care. She was a lot more interested in him, and he loved the way 
her body felt when he touched her. He loved everything about her. 


“Why don't you bring her around sometime? Does Mel know her 
too? I'd like to meet her.” 


“Yeah ... maybe ... sometime... G'night, Dad.” He disappeared 
swiftly into his room, and Oliver smiled to himself as he walked into 
his bedroom, and saw Sam, just as the telephone started ringing. He 
hurried into the bathroom with it, with the long cord Sarah had had 
installed so she could talk on the phone while she was in the tub, 
and in a hushed voice he answered. He thought that maybe it would 
be his father. But his heart stopped. It was Sarah. 


“Hello?” 
“Ts that you?” 


“Yes.” A long pause while he tried to regain his composure. “How 
are you, Sarah?” 


“T'm fine. I found an apartment today. How are the kids?” 


“Holding up.” He listened, aching for her, and then suddenly 
hating her again for leaving. “It hasn't been easy for them.” She 
ignored the remark. 


“How was skiing?” 


“Fine. The kids had a good time.” But it wasn't the same without 
you ... he wanted to say the words to her, but he didn't. Instead, he 
said the one thing that he had promised himself he wouldn't. “When 
are you coming home for the weekend?” 


“T just left a week ago.” Gone, the promise to return every 
weekend. He had known it would be like this, but she had so 
ardently denied it. And now she suddenly sounded so callous and so 
different. It was hard to believe she had actually cried with him 


before she left. Now she sounded like a casual acquaintance, calling 
to say hi, instead of his wife of eighteen years, having just moved to 
a hotel near Boston. “I thought we ought to give everyone time to 
adjust. After last week, I think we all need a breather.” That was 
why she had left them in the first place, for a “breather.” 


“And how long will that be?” He hated himself for pressing her, 
but he found that he couldn't help it. “A week? A month? A year? I 
think the children need to see you.” 


“T need to see them too. But I think we ought to give it a few 
weeks, give them a chance to settle down.” And what about me? He 
wanted to shout the words at her, but he didn't. 


“They miss you a lot.” And so did he. 


“I miss them too.” She sounded uncomfortable, as though she 
were anxious to get off. She couldn't stand the guilt of talking to 
him. “I just wanted to give you the address of my new apartment. 
I'll move in on Saturday, and as soon as I have a phone, I'll call 
you.” 


“And in the meantime? What if there's an emergency with the 
children?” The very mention of it panicked him, but he had a right 
to know where she was. He needed to know, if only for his own 
sake. 


“T don't know. You can leave a message for me at the hotel. And 
after that, I guess you could send a telegram to that address if you 
had to. It shouldn't take me long to get a phone in.” 


The ice in his voice was only to hide the pain. “That sounds like a 
ridiculous arrangement.” 


“It's the best I can do. Look, I've got to go.” 


“Why? Is someone waiting for you?” He hated himself for saying 
that too, but as he listened to her, he was passionately jealous. 


“Don't be ridiculous. It's late, that's all. Look, Ol ... I miss you ...” 
It was the cruelest thing she could have said. She didn't have to be 
there at all. She had gone by choice, she had torn his heart right 
through his guts, and now she dared to tell him she missed him. 


“You've got a lot of gall, Sarah. I don't understand the game you're 
playing.” 

“There's no game. You know exactly why I came here. I need to 
do this.” 


“You also said you'd come home every weekend. You lied.” 


“T didn't lie. But I've thought it over, and I just think it would be 
hard on everyone. You, me, the children.” 


“This ridiculous sabbatical of yours is also hard on everyone, and 
what am I supposed to do while you're gone? Lock myself in the 
bathroom with Playboy?” 


“Ollie ... don't ... please ... it's hard for both of us.” But it was her 
choice, not his. 


“T didn't walk out on you. I never would have done this.” 
“T had no choice.” 


“You're full of shit. My mother was right years ago. You're 
selfish.” 


“Let's not start that again. For chrissake, Ollie, it's after midnight.” 
And then, suddenly, she was curious, “Why are you whispering?” 
She had expected him to be in bed, but there was an echo as they 
talked. 


“Sam's in our bed. I'm in the bathroom.” 


“Is he sick?” She sounded suddenly concerned, and it only made 
him angry. What would she have done if he was? Fly home? Maybe 
he should tell her Sam was sick after all. But the truth was worse. 


“He has nightmares every night. And he's been wetting his bed. 
He wanted to sleep with me tonight.” 


There was a long silence as she envisioned them in what had only 
days ago been her bed, and then she spoke softly. “He's lucky to 
have you. Take care. I'll call you as soon as I get the phone.” 

He wanted to say more to her, but it was obvious that she didn't. 
“Take care of yourself.” He wanted to tell her he still loved her, but 
he didn't say that either. She was kidding herself about everything, 


about coming back to them, about not being gone for good, about 
coming home for weekends and vacations. She had left them, that 
was the simple truth of it. She had walked out on all of them. And 
the worst of it was that he knew, no matter what, no matter why, no 
matter how, he would always love her. 


Chapter 6 


The first weeks without her were hard. And it seepied as though 
every morning breakfast was a disaster. The eggs were never quite 
right, the orange juice was too pulpy, the toast too dark or too light, 
and even Ollie's coffee tasted different to him. It was ridiculous, he 
knew. Aggie had been cooking for them for ten years, and they 
loved her, but they had grown used to Sarah's breakfasts. Sam 
seemed to whine all the time, more than once Ollie saw him kick 
the dog, Mel remained sullen throughout, and Benjamin no longer 
graced them with his presence. Instead he flew out the door, 
insisting that he never ate breakfast. And suddenly Oliver always 
seemed to be arguing with them. Mel wanted to go out both 
weekend nights, Benjamin was still coming home too late during the 
week, but claiming that he was studying with friends, and Sam was 
restless at night and always wound up in Ollie's bed, which was 
comforting at first, but after a while got on his nerves. The peaceful 
family they had been had vanished. 


Sarah eventually called when she got her phone, two weeks later 
than promised, and she still hadn't come home to see them. She 
thought it was too soon, and now all their conversations were brief 
and bitter. And she seemed almost afraid of the kids, as though she 
couldn't bring herself to comfort them. She was keeping up the 
pretense that she would come home to them one day, smarter, 
better educated, and successful. But Ollie knew better. Overnight 
the marriage he had cherished for eighteen years had wound up in 
the trash. And it affected the way he saw everything, the house, the 
kids, their friends, even his clients at the office. He was angry at 
everyone, at her of course, and himself as well, secretly convinced, 


as Mel still was, that he had done something wrong, and it was his 
fault. 


Their friends called and invited him out, word had gotten around 
slowly, once Aggie started driving Sarah's car pool. But he didn't 
want to see anyone. They were curious, and gossipy, and just too 
damn nosy. And in the midst of it all, George seemed to be calling 
night and day, with horrifying reports of Ollie's mother's backward 
progress. She was even more forgetful now, a danger to herself in 
some ways, and George was distraught and clinging to his son for 
comfort. But Ollie could barely keep his own life afloat. It was hard 
enough coping with the children. He thought of taking all of them 
to a shrink, but when he called Sam's teacher to talk about it, she 
insisted that everything they were feeling was normal. It was 
understandable that Sam was difficult and argumentative and 
whiny, his grades were suffering in school, and so were Mel's. And it 
was obvious that she still blamed her father for her mother's 
absence. The school psychologist said that was healthy too. She 
needed someone to blame it on, other than herself, and he was a 
convenient scapegoat. And it was equally normal that Benjamin 
would seek refuge with his friends, to escape the home that was 
now so different without her. It would all blow over in time, the 
experts said, they'd all adjust, but there were times when Ollie 
wondered if he would survive it. 


He came home exhausted every night, drained by the day at 
work, to find the house disrupted, the children unhappy and 
fighting. His dinners were no longer edible, wrapped in tinfoil and 
kept in the oven too long. And when Sarah called, he wanted to 
throw the phone at the wall and scream. He didn't want to hear 
about her classes or why she wasn't coming home again this 
weekend. He wanted her to come back and sleep with him, love 
him, cook for him, and take charge of their children. Aggie was 
great, but what she could offer them fell far short of all the little 
special things provided by their mother. 


He was sitting in his office one afternoon, staring out the window, 
at the rain and sleet that were typical of late January in New York, 


and wondering if she ever would come back. Right then, he'd have 
settled for a weekend. She'd been gone a month by then, and he was 
so lonely, he almost thought he couldn't stand it. 


“There's a happy face ... can I come in?” It was Daphne 
Hutchinson, an assistant vice-president of the firm, he'd known her 
for four years, and they were currently working together on a 
presentation for a new client. She was a good-looking woman with 
dark hair she wore pulled back tightly in a bun. She was well- 
dressed in a chic, European way, everything was very spare and 
neat about her. And she always wore a great scarf, an expensive pair 
of shoes, or a piece of discreet but handsome jewelry. He liked her, 
she was quick and smart, discreet, hardworking, and for whatever 
reason she had never been married. She was thirty-eight years old, 
and her interest in striking up a friendship with Oliver over the 
years had never been more than platonic. She had made it clear to 
everyone at the firm, from the first, that office romances weren't her 
style, and through thick and thin and some serious attempts, she 
had stuck by what she said at the beginning. Oliver respected her 
for that, and it made her easy to work with. “I've got some of the 
mock-ups for next week,” she was carrying a large portfolio, but she 
looked hesitant, “but you don't look much in the mood. Should I 
come back?” She had heard a rumor that Sarah had left, and she 
had seen the strain in his face for weeks, but they had never 
discussed it. 


“That's okay, Daph, come on in. I guess now's as good a time as 
any.” 

She was worried about him as she walked in. He seemed to have 
lost weight, his face was pale, and he looked desperately unhappy. 
She sat down and showed him the work, but he seemed unable to 
concentrate, and finally she suggested they forget it and offered him 
a cup of coffee. “Anything I can do? I may not look like much,” she 
said, grinning amiably, “but I've got tremendous shoulders.” 

He smiled at her. She had great stature in many ways, and lots of 


style, and he almost forgot how tiny she was. She was a terrific 
woman, and once again he found himself wondering why she had 


never married. Too busy perhaps, or too wrapped up in her work. It 
happened to a lot of them, and then suddenly at forty they 
panicked. But she didn't look as though she was panicking. She 
seemed content and self-possessed, and her eyes were kind as he sat 
back in his chair with a sigh and shook his head. “I don't know, 
Daph ... I guess you've heard ...” His eyes bore into hers like two 
pools of green pain and she had to resist an urge to put her arms 
around him. “Sarah left last month to go back to school ... in Boston 

“That's not the end of the world, you know. I thought it was 
worse than that.” She had heard they were getting a divorce, but 
she didn't say that to Ollie. 


“T think most likely it is worse than that, but she hasn't got the 
guts to admit it. We haven't seen her in almost five weeks, and the 
kids are going nuts on me. So am I. I go crazy every night trying to 
get out of here, and it's six or seven o'clock most nights. Eight before 
I get home, and by then everyone's out of control, my dinner's 
turned to sock, we yell at each other, they cry, and then it all starts 
again the next morning.” 


“Tt doesn't sound like much fun. Why don't you take an apartment 
in New York for a while, at least you'd be closer to work, and the 
change might do the kids good.” He hadn't even thought about it, 
but he couldn't see the point of doing that now, putting them 
through the trauma of changing friends and schools. And he knew 
they all needed the comfort of familiar surroundings. 


“I'm just barely managing to keep our heads above water, let 
alone think of moving.” He told her about Mel's fury at him, 
Benjamin's disappearing act, and Sam's wetting the bed on and off, 
and sleeping with him every night. 


“You need a break, kid. Why don't you take them somewhere? 
Why don't you go to the Caribbean for a week, or Hawaii, 
someplace hot and sunny and happy?” Was there such a place? 
Would any of them ever be happy again? It seemed difficult to 


believe and he was faintly embarrassed to be dumping on her, but 
she didn't seem to mind it. 


“T guess I keep hoping that if we stay right where we are, she'll 
come back, and we can turn the clock back.” 


“Tt doesn't usually work like that.” 


“Yeah.” He ran a tired hand through his hair. “I've noticed. I'm 
sorry to bore you with all this. It just gets to me sometimes. It makes 
it hard to concentrate on work. But at least it's nice to get out of the 
house. It's so depressing being there at night, and weekends are 
worse. It's as though we've all been smashed apart and don't know 
how to find each other anymore. It wasn't like that before. ...” But 
now he could barely remember how it had been. It seemed as 
though they had been living through the agony of her absence for a 
lifetime. 


“Can I do anything?” She'd never met his kids, but she would 
have been willing to. She had a lot of free time on her hands on the 
weekends. “I'll be happy to meet them sometime. Maybe it would do 
them good, or do you think they'd feel I was trying to grab you from 
their mother?” 


“T'm not sure they'd even notice.” But they both knew that wasn't 
the case. He smiled at her, grateful for the sympathetic ear. “Maybe 
you could come out sometime for the day. It might be fun for all of 
us, when things settle down a little bit, if they ever do. My mother's 
been sick lately too. It's like when one thing goes wrong, everything 
falls apart all at once. Did you ever notice that?” He grinned the 
boyish smile that melted women's hearts and she laughed. 


“Are you kidding? It's the story of my life. How's the dog?” 
“The dog?” He looked surprised that she would ask. “Fine. Why?” 


“Watch out for him. This'll be the time he'll develop distemper 
and bite fourteen of your neighbors.” They both laughed and he 
sighed again. 

“T never thought anything like this would happen to us, Daph. She 
took me completely by surprise. I wasn't ready for this, and neither 


were the kids. I thought we had the perfect life.” 


“It happens like that sometimes. People get sick, they die, things 
change, they suddenly fall in love with someone else, or do some 
other crazy thing like this. It's not fair, but that's the way it is. You 
just have to make the best of it, and one day you'll look back, and 
maybe you'll understand why it happened.” 


“It was me, I guess.” He still believed that, it had to be. “Maybe 
she felt neglected, or ignored, or taken for granted.” 


“Or stifled, or bored, or maybe she just wasn't such a great person 
after all.” She was closer to the truth than she knew, but Oliver 
wasn't ready to admit that. “Maybe she just wanted her own life for 
a change. It's hard to know the reasons why people do things. It 
must be even harder for your kids to understand.” She was a wise 
woman for her years, and Oliver remembered again how much he 
had always liked her, not in a flirtatious way, but she offered the 
sound, valuable stuff that solid friendships were made of. It had 
been years since he'd had a woman as a friend, not since he had 
married Sarah. 


“If I don't understand it myself, it's not surprising that they don't. 
And she isn't helping matters by staying away. When she left, she 
promised to come home every weekend.” 


“That's rough, too, but maybe this is better for all of you. By the 
time she comes back to visit, you'll all be more settled.” He laughed 
bitterly at the thought. It seemed an unlikely prospect. 


“There is no such thing at our house. Everyone starts complaining 
at breakfast, and when I come home they're still at it, or they're not 
there at all, which is worse. I never realized the kids could be such a 
handful. They've always been so easy and so good, so well adjusted 
and happy. And now ... I hardly recognize them when I go home at 
night, the complaints, the moodiness, the arguments, the whining. I 
can hardly wait to get back here.” And once in the office, he 
couldn't stand being there either. Maybe she was right. Maybe they 
should take another vacation. 


“Don't let this become your life.” She said it with a knowing look 
in her eyes. “You pay a price for that too. Give her a chance, if she 
comes back, great. If she doesn't, get your life squared away. Your 
real life. Not this bullshit. It's no substitute for a real live person. I 
speak from experience. Believe me.” 


“Ts that why you never got married, Daphne?” Un- der the 
circumstances, it no longer seemed quite so rude to ask her. 


“More or less. That and a few other complications. I swore to 
myself I'd build a career until I was thirty, and after that some other 
things happened to keep me occupied, and I took refuge in my work 
again. And then ... well, it's a long story, but suffice it to say this is 
it for me. I love it, it works for me. But it's not much of a life for 
most folks. And you've got kids. You need more than just this in 
your life. Your kids will be gone one day, and that desk isn't much 
company after midnight.” Everyone knew that she stayed as late as 
ten o'clock some nights. But it was also why she made the best 
presentations. She worked like a dog on what she did, and she was 
brilliant at it. 


“You're a wise woman.” He smiled at her and looked at his watch. 
“Think we should take another stab at that stuff you brought in?” It 
was almost five o'clock, and he was thinking about going home, but 
it was still a little bit too early. 


“Why don't you go home early for a change? It might do your kids 
good, and you too. Take them out to dinner somewhere.” 


He looked surprised by the idea, he had never even thought of it, 
he was so desperately clinging to their old routines. “That's a great 
idea. Thank you. You don't mind if we do that stuff again 
tomorrow?” 


“Don't be silly. I'll have more to show you.” She got up and 
walked to the door, and looked over her shoulder at him. “Hang in 
there, kid. The storms may hit all at once, but the good news is they 
don't last forever.” 


“You swear?” 
She held up two fingers with a grin. “Scout's honor.” 


She left and he dialed the house, and Agnes answered. “Hi, 
Aggie.” He felt happier than he had in days. “Don't bother to cook 
dinner tonight. I thought I'd come home and take the kids out.” He 
loved Daphne's idea, she really was one hell of a smart woman. 


“Oh.” Agnes sounded as though he had taken her by surprise. 


“Is something wrong?” Reality was beginning to hit him again. 
Nothing was easy now. Not even taking the kids out to dinner. 


“Melissa is at rehearsal again, and Benjamin has _ basketball 
practice tonight. And Sam is in bed with a fever.” 


“Christ ... sorry ... all right, never mind. We'll do it another time.” 
And then, frowning, “Is Sam all right?” 


“Tt's nothing. Just a cold and a touch of the flu. I suspected he was 
coming down with something yesterday. The school called and had 
me pick him up right after I dropped him off this morning.” And she 
hadn't called him. His kid was sick, and he didn't even know. Poor 
Sam. 

“Where is he?” 

“In your bed, Mr. Watson. He refused to get into his own, and I 
didn't think you'd mind.” 

“That's fine.” A sick child in bed with him. It was a far cry from 
the life that bed had once known, but all of that seemed to be over. 
He hung up, looking glum, and Daphne appeared again in his 
doorway. 

“Oh-oh, looks like bad news again. The dog?” 

Ollie laughed. She had a cheering effect on him, almost like a 
favorite sister. “Not yet. Sam. He has afever. The others are out. 
Scratch dinner tonight.” And then he had an idea. “Listen, would 
you like to come out on Sunday? We could take the kids out then.” 

“Are you sure they wouldn't mind?” 


“Positive. They'd love it. We'll go to a little Italian restaurant they 
love. They have great seafood and terrific pasta. How about it?” 


“It sounds like fun. And let's make a deal, if their mother comes 
home for the weekend unexpectedly, it's off, no qualms, no hard 
feelings, no problems. Okay?” 


“Miss Hutchinson, you're much too easy to get along with.” 


“It's my stock in trade. How do you think I got this far? It ain't my 
looks.” She was modest as well as smart, and she had a great sense 
of humor. 


“Baloney.” 


She waved and hurried off again, and as he got ready to leave, he 
wondered why he wasn't physically attracted to her. She was a 
good-looking girl, and she had a great figure although she was 
small, and she carefully disguised her shape with businesslike suits 
and simple dresses. He wondered if he just wasn't ready yet, after 
all, as far as he knew, he was still married to Sarah. But it was more 
than that. Daphne put out a vibe that said “I'll be your friend 
anytime, but don't come too close, pal. Don't touch me.” He 
wondered what was behind it, if anything, if it was just her policy at 
work, or if it was more than that. Maybe one day he'd ask her. 


He got home at seven-fifteen, and Sam was sound asleep in his 
bed, his little head hot and dry with fever. 


The other two were out, and he went downstairs to make himself 
fried eggs again. There was no dinner left for him. Aggie had made 
Sam chicken soup and French toast and she figured Ollie could fend 
for himself. He did, and waited for the others to come home, but it 
was a long wait. Melissa came in at ten, looking happy and excited. 
She loved the play, and had a major role, but as soon as she saw 
Oliver, her face closed up, and she hurried to her room without 
speaking. It was a lonely feeling, as she closed her door, and it was 
after midnight when her older brother got home, and Oliver was 
sitting in the den, quietly waiting. 

He heard the front door close and walked swiftly out to him, with 
a look on his face that said it all. Benjamin was in big trouble. 


“WhereVe you been?” 


“T have basketball practice on Tuesday nights.” His eyes told his 
father nothing, but he looked healthy and strong, and everything 
about him shrieked of independence. 


“Until midnight?” Ollie wasn't about to buy the story. 
“T stopped for a hamburger afterward. Big deal.” 


“No, not 'big deal.' I don't know what's going on with you, but you 
seem to have the impression that now that your mother's gone, you 
can do anything you please. Well, that's not the case. The same rules 
stand. Nothing has changed here, except that she's gone. I still 
expect you to come home, and stay home on weekday nights, do 
your work, interact with the rest of the family, and be here when I 
get home. Is that clear?” 


“Yeah, sure. But what difference does it make?” He looked 
furious. 


“Because we're still a family. With or without her. And Sam and 
Mel need you too ... and so do! ...” 


“That's crap, Dad. All Sam wants is Mom. And Mel spends half her 
life on the phone, and the other half locked in her room. You don't 
come home till nine o'clock and when you do, you're too tired to 
even talk to us. So why the hell should I sit around here wasting my 
time?” 

Oliver was hurt by his words and it showed. “Because you live 
here. And I don't come home at nine o'clock. I make it home by 
eight at least. I break my back to catch that train every night, and I 
expect you to be here. I'm not going to tell you that again, 
Benjamin. This has been going on for a month now. You're out every 
night. I'm going to ground you for a month if you don't knock it off.” 

“The hell you will.” Benjamin looked suddenly furious, and Oliver 


was shocked. His son had never answered him that way before, he 
would never have dared. And suddenly he openly defied him. 


“That's it, mister. You win the prize. As of this minute, you're 
grounded.” 


“Bullshit, Dad!” For an instant, Benjamin looked as though he was 
going to punch him. 

“Don't argue with me.” Their voices were raised, and neither of 
them had seen Mel come quietly downstairs, and she stood watching 
them now from the kitchen doorway. “Your mom may not be here, 
but I still make the rules here.” 


“Says who?” An angry voice came from beyond them, and they 
both turned in surprise to see Melissa watching. “What gives you the 
right to push us around? You're never here anyway. You don't give a 
damn about us. If you did, you'd never have chased Mom away in 
the first place. It's all your fault she left, and now you expect us to 
pick up the pieces.” 

He wanted to cry, listening to both of them. They didn't 
understand any of it. How could they? “Listen, I want you both to 
know something.” Tears stood out in his eyes as he faced them. “I 
would have done anything to keep your mother here, and as much 
as I blame myself for what she did, I suspect that some part of her 
always wanted to do that, to go back to school, to get away from all 
of us and lead her own life. But whether it's my fault or not, I love 
you all very much.” His voice trembled painfully and he wondered 
if he could go on, but he did, “and I love her too. We can't let this 
family fall apart now, it means too much to all of us ... I need you 
kids ...” He began to cry, and Mel looked suddenly horrified, “I need 
you very much ... and I love you. ...” He turned away, and felt 
Benjamin's hand on his shoulder, and a moment later he felt Melissa 
close to him, and then her arms around him. 


“We love you, Dad.” She whispered hoarsely, and Benjamin said 
nothing but stood close to them. “I'm sorry we've been so awful.” 
She glanced at her older brother and there were tears in his eyes, 
too, but no matter how sorry he felt for his father, he had his own 
life now, and his own problems. 


“I'm sorry.” It was several minutes before he could speak again. 
“It's hard for all of us. And it's probably hard for her too.” He 
wanted to be fair to her, not to turn the children against her. 


“Why hasn't she come home like she said she would? Why doesn't 
she ever call us?” Melissa asked plaintively as the three of them 
walked slowly into the kitchen. Sarah had hardly called them since 
moving to Boston. 


“T don't know, sweetheart. I guess there's more work than she 
thought there would be. I kind of thought that might happen.” But 
he hadn't expected her to stay away from them for five weeks. That 
was cruel to Sam, to all of them, and he had told her that repeatedly 
on the phone, but she just kept saying that she wasn't ready to come 
home yet. Having made the break, painful as it was, she was flying 
free now, no matter how much it hurt them. “She'll come home one 
of these days.” 


Melissa nodded pensively and sat down at the kitchen table. “But 
it won't be the same anymore, will it?” 


“Maybe not. But maybe different won't be so bad. Maybe one day, 
when we get through this, it'll be better.” 


“Everything was so good before though.” She looked up at him 
and he nodded. At least they had made contact again, at least 
something was going right. He turned to look at his son then. “What 
about you? What's happening with you, Benjamin?” Oliver could 
sense that there was a lot going on, but nothing his son was going to 
tell him. And that was new for him too. He had always been so easy 
and so open. 


“Nothing much.” And then, looking awkward, “I'd better get to 
bed now.” He turned to leave the room, and Oliver wanted to reach 
out and stop him. 


“Benjamin ...” The boy stopped. Oliver had sensed something. “Is 
something wrong? Do you want to talk to me alone before you go to 
bed?” He hesitated, and then shook his head. 


“No, thanks, Dad. I'm fine.” And then, anxiously, “Am I still 
grounded?” 


Oliver didn't hesitate for a beat. It was important that they all 
understand he was in control now, or they'd all go wild. And for 
their own good, he couldn't let that happen. “Yes, you are, Son. I'm 


sorry. In by dinner every night, weekends included. For a month. I 
warned you before.” He was unbending, but his eyes told Benjamin 
that he was doing it because he loved him. 


Benjamin nodded and left the room, and neither of them knew the 
sense of desperation Oliver had just created. He had to be with her 
at night ... had to ... she needed him. And he needed her too. He 
didn't know how they were going to survive it. 


Oliver looked at Melissa after Benjamin left, and walked slowly 
over to where she sat and bent to kiss her. “I love you, sweetheart. I 
really do. I think we all need to be patient right now. Things are 
bound to get better.” 


She nodded slowly, looking up at her father. She knew more 
about Benjamin than she was willing to tell. She had seen him a 
thousand times with Sandra, and she also knew he was cutting 
classes. Word got around quickly in their school, even between 
sophomores and seniors. And she suspected how serious he was 
about the girl, serious enough to defy their father. 


Sam didn't stir that night, as Oliver slept beside him, and in the 
morning the fever was gone, and everyone seemed calmer as he left 
for work with a lighter heart. 


He was sorry for having had to ground Benjamin, but it was for his 
own good, and he thought that Benjamin could understand that. The 
breakthrough with Mel had been worth the agonies of the night 
before, and suddenly as he got to work, and found a message on his 
desk, he remembered his invitation to Daphne the night before, to 
come out on Sunday, and for the first time in a month, he was 
excited at the prospect of the weekend. 


Chapter 7 


Daphne came out on the train on Sunday, and he picked her up and 
brought her back to the house, as they chatted on the way about the 
children. Mel had been friendlier to him all week, Sam still had a 
little cold, and Benjamin had barely spoken to him since Oliver had 
told him he was grounded. But he was respecting the rules finally. 
He was in every night by dinnertime, and in his room the moment 
after. 


“T warn you, they're not an easy group these days, but they're 
good kids.” He smiled at her, glad she had come out. Sarah hadn't 
called in days, and they were all feeling the strain of her silence, 
particularly Ollie. 


“T'll try to let them know I'm no threat.” Daphne smiled at him 
again, she was wearing beautifully cut black leather pants and a fur 
jacket. 


“What makes you say that?” He wasn't sure why, but she seemed 
to want him to know that she had no romantic interest whatsoever. 


“T say that because I like to keep things straight, and honest.” 


“Ts there some reason why you're not interested in men?” He tried 
to sound casual, and he certainly had no immediate interest in her, 
but it might be nice to go out with her one day. She had a lot to 
offer any man, brains, looks, charm, wit. He really liked her. “I 
know you make a point of never dating anyone at the office.” 

“That's because I learned my lesson a long time ago. The hard 


way.” She decided to tell him. She wanted to, maybe because she 
also found him attractive. “Three years into my first job, after I 


graduated from Smith, I fell in love with the chairman of the board 
of the ad agency I worked for.” She smiled quietly and he whistled 
as he looked at her. 


“You don't mess around, do you?” 


“He was one of the most exciting men in advertising. He still is. 
He was forty-six years old then. Married, with two kids. He lived in 
Greenwich. And he was Catholic.” 


“No divorce.” 


“Very good. You win the prize: two hundred dollars.” She didn't 
sound bitter about it, just matter-of-fact. She wanted Oliver to know 
about it, although she never told anyone. There were those who 
knew, and most people didn't. “Actually, his family owned the firm. 
He's a terrific man. And I fell head over heels in love, and told 
myself it didn't matter that he was married.” She stopped and 
watched the countryside as though remembering, and Oliver urged 
her on. He wanted to know the rest, what the guy had done to her 
to make her so gun-shy about men. It seemed a shame to waste her 
life alone, although she clearly didn't seem unhappy. 


“And? How long did it last? What happened?” 


“We had a great time. We traveled. We met on Tuesday and 
Thursday nights, in an apartment he kept in town. It doesn't sound 
very nice, but I guess you could say I became his mistress. And 
eventually, he canned me. 


“Charming.” 


“He figured that someone would find out, and a few did, but most 
didn't. We were very discreet. And he was always honest with me. 
He loved his wife, and his kids, they were still little then. His wife 
was only a few years older than I was. But he loved me too. And I 
loved him. And I was willing to accept what little he could give 
me.” She didn't look angry as'she spoke about him and Ollie was 
surprised at how calm she was about it. “How long has it been since 
you've seen him?” She laughed as she looked at him. “Three days. 
He got me another job. We have an apartment. We spend three 
nights a week together now, and that's all it will ever be. It's been 


thirteen years in March, and it may sound crazy to you, but I'm 
happy, and I love him.” She looked perfectly content and Oliver was 
stunned. She was involved with a married man, and seemed 
perfectly happy about it. 


“Are you serious? You don't mind, Daph? “ 


“Of course I do. The kids are in college now. And his wife is busy 
with the garden club and about sixteen charities. I guess there's 
something about their life he likes, because he's never wavered for a 
minute. I know he'll never leave her.” 


“But that's a stinking deal for you. You deserve more than that.” 


“Who says? If I married someone else, we could wind up 
divorced, or unhappy. There are no guarantees with anyone. I used 
to think I wanted kids, but I had a problem five years ago, and now 
I can't anyway. I guess this is enough for me. Maybe I'm strange, or 
abnormal, but it works for us. And that, my friend, is the story of 
me. I thought you ought to know.” She smiled gently at him. 
“Because I like you.” 


“T like you too.” He grinned sheepishly. “I think you've just 
broken my heart.” But in a way, he was relieved. It took the 
pressure off him, too, and now they could really be friends. “Do you 
think he'll ever leave his wife?” 


“T doubt it. I'm not even sure I'd marry him if he did. We're 
comfortable like this. I have my own life, my career, my friends, and 
him. It just gets a little rough sometimes on holidays and weekends. 
But maybe what we have is more precious to us because we know 
its limitations.” She was even wiser than he'd thought, and he 
admired her, for her honesty as much as the rest. 


“T wish I could be as philosophical as you are.” 
“Maybe you will be one day.” He wondered if he could ever be 
satisfied with two days a week with Sarah. He didn't think so. He 


wanted so much more than that. He wanted what he had had with 
her before, and it didn't look as though he was going to get it. 


He pulled up in front of the house, and turned to face her. “Thank 
you for telling me.” And he really meant it. 


“T trust you.” It was her way of asking him not to share her secret, 
but she already knew he wouldn't. “I thought you ought to know. I 
didn't want your kids to worry about us.” 


“Great.” He grinned. “What should I tell them when I introduce 
you? Hey, kids, it's okay, she's involved with a married man and she 
loves him.” His face sobered then, and his eyes were gentle. “You're 
a terrific woman, Daph. If there's anything I can ever do for you, if 
you need a friend ... just yell. ...” 


“Don't worry. I will. Sometimes it gets pretty lonely. But you learn 
to fend for yourself, not to reach for the phone at night, not to call 
him when you think you have appendicitis. You call friends, you 
learn to take care of yourself. I think it's been good for me.” 


He shook his head. “I don't think I'll ever be that grown up.” At 


forty-four, he still expected Sarah to take care of him if he had a 
headache. 


“Don't worry about it. I'm probably just crazy. My parents think I 
am anyway.” 


“Do they know?” He was amazed. They were obviously very 
liberal. 


“T told them years ago. My mother cried for months, but now 
they're used to it. Thank God my brother has six children. That took 
the heat off me.” They both laughed then and got out of the car, and 
Andy instantly leapt all over the leather pants, but she didn't seem 
to mind it. 


When they walked into the house, Sam was watching TV, and Mel 
was doing something in the kitchen with Agnes, and Oliver ushered 
Daphne in, and introduced her to Sam. She looked casual and at 
ease, and Sam looked her over with interest. 

“You work with my dad?” 


“T sure do. And I've got a nephew your age. He watches wrestling 
too.” She seemed to be up-to-date on the rages popular with nine- 


year-olds, and Sam nodded his approval. She was okay. 
“My dad took me to a match last year. It was great.” 


“T took Sean once too. He loved it. I thought it was pretty awful.” 
Sam laughed at her, and Melissa emerged slowly from the kitchen, 
and Oliver introduced her. 


“Daphne Hutchinson, my daughter, Melissa.” They shook hands 
properly, and Agnes quietly disappeared, wondering if he was 
already going out with other women. Things had certainly changed 
around here, but after what Mrs. Watson had done, she could hardly 
blame him. He needed a wife, and if she was too foolish to hang on 
to a good thing, then someone else deserved her good fortune. 


The two ladies chatted easily, and Ollie could see that Melissa was 
carefully looking her over. She approved of the leather pants, the 
shining hair, the fur jacket, and the black Hermes bag, hanging 
casually from her shoulder. Daphne was very chic on her own time, 
too, and now Oliver understood why. There was a certain aura that 
came from an older man buying gifts for her, and introducing her to 
the finer things. Even her jewelry was too expensive for most single 
women. The story Daphne had told him still amazed him. But it was 
interesting too. But it was as though Melissa sensed that this woman 
was no threat, that there was nothing except friendship between her 
and her father. She had eyed her carefully at first, and the messages 
Daphne had sent out were only of friendship and nonsexual interest. 


“Where's Benjamin?” Ollie asked finally. 


“Out, I guess.” Mel answered. “What do you expect?” She 
shrugged and grinned at Daphne. 


“T have an older brother too. I hated him for about eighteen years. 
He's improved a lot, though, with old age.” He was exactly the same 
age as Oliver now, which may have been part of why she liked him. 


The four of them sat and talked for hours in the cozy living room, 
and eventually went for a walk with Andy, and just before 
dinnertime, Benjamin came home, looking rumpled and distracted. 
He had gone to play touch football with friends allegedly, but as 
always, he had wound up at Sandra's. Her parents were separated 


now too and it made things, easier for them. Her mother was never 
home, and her father had moved to Philadelphia. 


Benjamin was cool with Daphne when they met, and barely spoke 
to any of them on the way to dinner. They went to the Italian 
restaurant Oliver had told her about, and they had a good time, 
laughing and talking and telling jokes, and finally even Benjamin 
warmed up, although he cast frequent inquiring looks at his father 
and Daphne. 


They went back to the house for the dessert Agnes had promised 
to prepare for them, and Andy was lying in front of the fireplace as 
they ate apple pie k la mode and homemade cookies. It had been a 
perfect day, the first they'd had in a long time, and they all looked 
happy. 

The phone rang as they were listening to Sam tell ghost stories, 
and Oliver went to answer. It was his father, and the others could 
only hear Ollie's half of the conversation. 


“Yes ... all right, Dad ... slow down ... where is she? Are you all 
right? ... I'll be right over.... Stay there. I'll pick you up. I don't want 
you driving home alone. You can leave the car there and pick it up 
tomorrow.” He hung up, with a frantic air, and the children looked 
frightened, and he was quick to reassure them, although as he set 
down the phone, his own hands were shaking. “It's all right. It's 
Grandma. She had a little accident. She took the car out alone, and 
hit a neighbor. No one's badly hurt. She's just shaken up, and they're 
going to keep her in the hospital tonight, just to watch her. 
Grandpa's just upset. Fortunately the guy she hit was quick, and 
jumped onto the hood of the car, all he got was a broken ankle. It 
could have been a lot worse for both of them.” 


“T thought she wasn't supposed to drive anymore,” Melissa said, 
still looking worried. 


“She isn't. Grandpa was in the garage, putting away some tools, 
and she decided to do an errand.” He didn't tell them that she had 
told the doctor she'd been going to pick her son up at school, and 
his father had been crying when he called him. The doctors had just 


told him that they felt it was time to put her in a home where she 
could have constant supervision. “I hate to do this,” he said, looking 
at Daphne, “but I've got to go over there to see him. I think he's 
probably more shaken up than she is. Do you want me to drop you 
off at the station on the way?” The train wasn't due for another 
hour, but he didn't want to leave her stranded. 


“T can take a cab. You just go.” She looked at the three young 
faces around her. “I can stay here with the children, if they'll have 
me.” Mel and Sam looked thrilled, and Benjamin said nothing. 


“That would be great.” He smiled at her, and instructed Mel to 
call a cab at nine-fifteen. It would get her to the station in plenty of 
time to catch the nine-thirty. “Benjamin can even drive you.” 


“A cab will be fine. I'm sure Benjamin has better things to do with 
his time than drive old ladies to the station.” She had sensed his 
reticence and didn't want to impose on him. And a moment later, 
Oliver left, and Benjamin disappeared to his own quarters, leaving 
her and the two younger children alone. 


Sam went to get more pie, and Mel ran upstairs to get the script 
for the play to show her. Agnes had gone to bed, as she was wont to 
do, right after cleaning up the kitchen, and Daphne was alone in the 
living room when the phone rang, and rang and rang, and nervously 
she looked around, and finally decided to answer, fearing that it 
might be Ollie, and he would worry if he got no answer. Maybe he 
had forgotten something. In any case, she picked it up, and there 
was a sudden silence on the other end, and then a female voice that 
asked for Ollie. 


“I'm sorry, he's out. May I take a message?” She sounded 
businesslike, and all her instincts told her it was Sarah. And she was 
right. 


“Are the children there?” She sounded annoyed. 
“Certainly. Would you like me to get them?” 
“T ... yes ...” And then, “Excuse me, but who are you?” 


Daphne didn't miss a beat as Mel walked into the room and 
Daphne spoke into the phone. “The babysitter. I'll let you speak to 
Melissa now' She handed the phone to Mel with a gentle smile, and 
then walked into the kitchen to see how Sam was doing. He was 
butchering the pie and dropping big gobs of apple into his mouth, 
while attempting to cut another piece for Daphne. “Your mom's on 
the phone, I think. She's talking to Mel.” 


“She is?” He looked startled and dropped what he was doing to 
run into the other room as Daphne watched him. And it was a full 
ten minutes before they returned, looking subdued, and Daphne 
ached for them. She could see in their eyes how desperately they 
missed her and Sam was wiping his eyes on his sleeve. He had 
obviously been crying. And Melissa looked sobered by the 
conversation too. 


“More pie for anyone?” Daphne wanted to distract them, but 
wasn't sure how, as Mel looked at her with questioning eyes. 


“Why did you tell her you were the sitter?” 


Daphne looked her square in the eye, honest with her, as she had 
been with Ollie. “Because I didn't want to upset her. Your dad and I 
are just friends, Mel. There's someone in my life I love very much, 
and your dad and I will never be more than friends. There was no 
point upsetting your mother, or causing a misunderstanding 
between them. Things are hard enough for all of you right now as 
they are, without my adding to the trouble.” 


Mel nodded at her, silently grateful. “She said she's not coming 
home next weekend ‘cause she has a paper to write.” And as she said 
the words, Sam started to cry softly. And without thinking, Daphne 
pulled him close to her and held him. She had defused any fears 
they might have had by telling them about the man she loved, and 
she was glad she had, and gladder still she had told Ollie before. 
These were not people to hurt, but to love and nurture. And it made 
her angry knowing that their own mother had left them. 


“Maybe it's too painful for her to come back just yet' She was 
trying to be fair, but Mel looked angry. 


“Then why can't we go and see her?” Sam asked reasonably. 


“T don't know, Sam.” Daphne wiped his tears, and the three of 
them sat down at the kitchen table, their appetite gone, the apple 
pie forgotten. 


“She says her apartment is not ready yet and there's no place for 
us to sleep, but that's stupid.” He stopped crying, and the three of 
them talked, and nine-fifteen passed without their notice. 


“Oh dear.” When she glanced at her watch again, it was nine- 
thirty. “Is there another train?” She could always take a cab into 
New York if she had to. 


But Melissa nodded. “At eleven.” 
“T guess I'll catch that then.” 


“Good.” Sam clung to her hand, but the two children looked 
suddenly exhausted. She put Sam to bed shortly after that, and 
chatted with Mel until shortly after ten, and then suggested she go 
to bed, she could take care of herself for another half hour before 
she called a cab. And Mel finally went upstairs, with her own 
thoughts. And Ollie came home at ten-thirty, and was surprised to 
see Daphne still there, quietly reading. 


“How's your father?” 


“All right, I guess.” Ollie looked tired. He had put his own father 
to bed, like a child, and promised to come back the next day to help 
him decide what to do about his mother. “It's an awful situation. My 
mother has Alzheimer's, and it's killing my father.” 


“Oh God, how terrible.” She was grateful that her own parents 
were still youthful and healthy. They were seventy and seventy-five, 
but they both still looked like fifty. And then she remembered the 
call from Sarah. “Your wife called, by the way.” 


“Oh Christ ...” He ran a hand through his hair, wondering if the 
kids had told her Daphne was there, but she read the look in his 
eyes and was quick to reassure him. “What did they tell her?” 


“T don't know. I wasn't in the room when they talked to her. But 
no one was around when the phone rang, I answered it, and told her 


I was the sitter.” She smiled and he grinned at her. 


“Thanks for that.” And then, with worried eyes again, “How were 
the kids afterward?” 


“Upset. I gather she told them she couldn't come home next 
weekend, and she can't have them up there. Sam was crying. But he 
was all right when I put him to bed.” 


“You are truly an amazing woman.” He glanced at his watch then 
with regret. “I hate to do this, but I'd better get you to the station 
for the train. We'll just make it.” 


“T had a terrific day, Oliver.” She thanked him on the way to the 
station. 


“So did I. I'm sorry I had to run out at the end.” 


“Don't worry about it. You have your hands full. But things will 
look up one of these days.” 


“Tf I live that long.” He smiled tiredly. 


He waited for the train with her, and gave her a brotherly hug 
before she left, and told her he'd see her the following day at the 
office. She waved as the train pulled away, and he drove slowly 
home, sorry that things weren't different. Maybe if she'd been free, 
he told himself, but he knew it was a lie. No matter how free 
Daphne might have been, how attractive, how intelligent, all he 
wanted was Sarah. He dialed her number when he got home, but 
when the phone rang at her end, there was no answer. 


Chapter 8 


George Watson put his wife in a convalescent home the week after 
that. It was one that specialized in patients with Alzheimer's and 
various forms of dementia. Outwardly, it was cheerful and pleasant, 
but a glimpse of the patients living there depressed Oliver beyond 
words, when he went to see his mother. She didn't recognize him 
this time, and thought George was her son, and not her husband. 


The old man dried his eyes as they left, and Oliver took his arm in 
the bitter wind, and drove him home, and he felt as though he was 
deserting him as he left him that night and went back to his 
children. 


It seemed odd, when he thought about it, that he and his father 
were both losing their wives at the same time, although in different 
ways. It was heartbreaking for both of them. But at least Oliver had 
the children to keep him occupied, and his work to distract him. His 
father had nothing, except loneliness and memories, and the painful 
visits he made to the home every afternoon to see Phyllis. 


And then the big day came. Sarah called on Valentine's Day, and 
announced that she wanted to see the children the following 
weekend. In Boston. 

“Why don't you come here?” She had been gone for seven weeks, 
and, like the children, Oliver was aching to see her and have her at 
home with them. 


“T want them to see where I live.” He wanted to object, but he 
didn't. Instead, he agreed and called her back when he had figured 
out their approximate time of arrival in Boston. 


“We should get to your place around eleven o'clock Saturday 
morning, if we take a nine am shuttle.” He would have liked to 
make it on Friday night, but it was too complicated with schools 
and work, and she had suggested Saturday morning. “Do you have 
room for all of us?” He smiled for the first time in weeks, and at her 
end, there was an odd silence. 


“T wasn't ... I thought Mel and Benjamin could sleep on two old 
couches in my living room. And ... I was going to have Sam sleep 
with me ...” Her voice trailed off as Oliver listened, his hand frozen 
to the phone as the words reverberated in his head, Sam ... sleep 
with me she had said, not with us. 


“Where does that leave us, or should I say me?” He decided to be 
blunt with her. He wanted to know where he stood, once and for all. 
He couldn't stand the torture of not knowing any longer. 


“T thought maybe ...” her voice was barely more than a whisper, 
“.,. you'd want to stay at a hotel. It ... it might be easier that way, 
Ollie.” There were tears in her eyes when she said it, but there was 
a weight on his heart as he heard her. 


“Easier for who? It seems to me you were the one promising that 
nothing would change, not so long ago, you were saying you weren't 
leaving for good. Or had you forgotten?” 


“T didn't forget. Things just change when you get away and get 
some perspective.” Then why didn't things change for him? Why did 
he still want her so badly? He wanted to shake her until her teeth 
rattled in her head, and then he wanted to kiss her until she begged 
him to take her. But she wasn't going to do that again. Not ever. 


“So you're telling me it's over. Is that it, Sarah?” His voice was too 
loud, and his heart was pounding. 


“T'm just asking you to stay in a hotel, Ollie ... this time ...” 


“Stop that! Stop playing with me, dammit!” It was a cruel side to 
her he had never even known was there. 


“I'm sorry ... I'm as confused as you are.” And at that precise 
moment, she meant it. 


“The hell you are, Sarah. You know exactly what you're doing. 
You knew it the day you left here.” 


“T just want to be alone with the children this weekend.” 


“Fine.” His voice turned to ice. “I'll drop them off at your place at 
eleven.” And with that, he hung up the phone before she could 
torture him any further. It was going to be a lonely weekend for 
him, while she and the children had their happy reunion. 


He could have let them go alone, but he didn't want to. He 
wanted to be with them, particularly afterward, for the trip home. 
He also knew in his heart of hearts that he wanted to be near her. 
He was also particularly worried about Sam, and moderately so 
about the others. Benjamin was unenthusiastic about going, he was 
going to miss a game, but Oliver told him he thought he should go. 
Mel was excited to go, and Sam was ecstatic. But he wondered how 
they would all feel after they saw her. 


The flight to Boston had a festive air, as Oliver sat quietly across 
the aisle from them, and when they drove to her address on Brattle 
Street, he was incredibly nervous. He had told her he would drop 
them off, and when she opened the door, he thought his heart 
would stop when he saw her. She looked as lovely as she had 
before, only more so. Her hair was loose and longer, and her jeans 
clung to her in a way that made Ollie ache, but he tried to maintain 
his composure in front of the children. She kissed him lightly on the 
cheek, hugged the children, and took them inside to the lunch she 
had waiting for them as Oliver drove off in the cab, aching for her 
with every ounce of his body. 


She lived in a small apartment, with a comfortable living room 
and a tiny bedroom, and behind it a shaggy garden, and as the 
children slurped soup, gobbled their food, and stared happily at her, 
everyone talked at once with the relief of releasing long-pent-up 
fears and emotions. Sam stayed glued to her, and even Benjamin 
looked more relaxed than he had in a long time. Everyone looked 
happy, except Oliver, alone in his hotel room. 


It had finally happened, she had turned him away. She didn't love 
him anymore. And the reality of it almost killed him. He cried as he 
remembered the past and walked for hours on the Harvard campus. 
He went to all the places they had gone to years before, and realized 
as he walked back to his hotel that he was still crying. He didn't 
understand. She had told him nothing would change between them, 
yet now she had shut him out. It was all over and they had become 
strangers. He felt like an abandoned child. And that night, as he sat 
alone in his hotel room, he called her. 


He could hear the ruckus of music and voices and laughter in the 
background, and it only made him lonelier for her than before. “I'm 
sorry, Sarah. I didn't mean to interrupt your time with the children.” 


“That's okay. They're making popcorn in the kitchen. Why don't I 
call you later?” And when she did, it was after midnight. 


“What's happening to us?” He had to ask her, had to know, after 
two months all he could do was think about her and he still wanted 
her back more than ever. If she really wasn't coming back to him, he 
had to know it. “I don't understand this. When you left, you said 
you'd come home every weekend. Now, after almost two months, 
you keep me at arm's length and act as though we're divorced.” 


“T don't know either, Ollie.” Her voice was soft, a familiar caress 
he wanted to forget, but couldn't. “Things changed for me once I got 
here. I realized how badly I wanted this, and that I couldn't go back 
to what we had before. Maybe I'll be able to one day ... but it'll have 
to be very different.” 

“How? Tell me ... I need to know....” He hated himself for it, but 
he was crying again. Something terrible had happened that weekend 
and he knew it. She was in control of everything he cared about and 
wanted, and he was helpless to change it, or make her come home 
to him. 

“T don't know the answers either. I just know I need to be here.” 

“And us? Why this? Why couldn't I stay there?” He had no shame, 
no pride. He loved her too much and wanted her too badly. 


“T think I'm afraid to see you.” 


“But that's crazy. Why?” 


“T don't know. Maybe you want too much from me, Oliver. It's 
almost as though I'm someone else now. Someone I used to be, and 
was going to be. Someone who's been asleep for all these years, put 
away, and forgotten, but now I'm alive again. And I don't want to 
give that up. For anyone. Not even you.” 


“And the people we were together? Have you forgotten them so 
soon?” It had only been seven weeks, and she made it sound like 
forever. 


“T'm not that person anymore. I'm not sure I ever could be. I think 
that's why I'm afraid to see you. I don't want to let you down. But 
I'm not the same person anymore, Ollie. Maybe I haven't been in a 
long time, and just didn't know it.” 


His breath caught, but he had to ask her. “Is there someone else?” 
Already? So soon? But there could be. And she looked so beautiful 
when he dropped the kids off. Years had dropped from her when she 
left Purchase, and she had been pretty to him then, but now she was 
even more so. 


“No, there isn't.” But she seemed to hesitate as she said it. “Not 
yet. But I want to be free to see other people.” Jesus. He couldn't 
believe she was saying these words. But she was. It was over. 


“T guess that says it all, doesn't it? Do you want to file for a 
divorce?” His hand shook on the phone as he asked her. 


“Not yet. I don't know what I want. Not yet.” He had wanted her 
to scream in terror at the prospect, but it was obvious that she was 
considering it. And it was equally obvious that their life together 
was over in any case. 


“Let me know when you figure it out. I think you're a damn fool 
though, Sarah. We had something wonderful for eighteen years, and 
you're throwing it out the window.” He sounded bitter and sad as he 
wiped the tears from his cheeks, torn between sorrow and fury. 


“Ollie ...” She sounded as though she was crying too. “I still love 
you.” 


“T don't want to hear it.” It was too painful now, too much for 
him. “I'll pick the kids up tomorrow at four. Just send them 
downstairs, I'll have a cab waiting.” Suddenly, he didn't want to see 
her again. And as he set the phone down gently next to the bed, he 
felt as though he had set his heart down with it. The woman he had 
known and loved as Sarah Watson was no more. She was gone. If 
she had ever existed. 


Chapter 9 


When he picked the children up the following afternoon, his heart 
was pounding as the cab waited. He got out and rang the bell and 
then slid back into the taxi. He was anxious to see them again, to 
have them back with him, to not be alone for a moment longer. 
Sunday alone in Boston had been dismal without them. And this had 
been a weekend he would always remember. 


Melissa was the first to emerge, looking confident and grown up 
and very pretty. She waved at her father in the cab, and he was 
relieved to see that she was in good spirits. It had done her good to 
see her mother at last. Benjamin came next, looking serious and 
subdued, but he was always that way now. He had changed 
drastically in the two months since she had left them. Or maybe he 
was just growing up. Oliver wasn't sure, and he worried about him. 
And then came Sam, dragging his feet and carrying a large, 
awkwardly wrapped bundle. She had given him a teddy bear, 
unsure if he would like the gift, but he had slept with it the night 
before, and clutched it now like a sacred treasure. 


Benjamin slid into the front seat, and Mel had already gotten into 
the cab, as Sam reached his father with wide, sad eyes, and it was 
easy to see he'd been crying. 

“Hi, big guy, whatcha got?” 

“Mom gave me a teddy bear. Just for good luck ... you know ...” 
He was embarrassed to admit how much he loved it. And she had 
instinctively picked the right thing for him. She knew them all well, 
and Oliver could still smell her perfume on the boy as he hugged 
him. It made his heart ache just to smell it and think of her. And 


then, as Sam climbed over him, bumping his overnight bag across 
their legs, Oliver glanced up, and saw her standing in the doorway. 
She was waving to them, and for an instant, he wanted to jump out 
of the cab and run back and hold her and take her back with them. 
Maybe he could still bring her to her senses, and if not, at least he 
could touch her and feel her and smell her. But he forced himself to 
look away, and in a hoarse voice told the driver to head for the 
airport. He glanced back in spite of himself as they drove away, and 
she looked pretty and young as she continued to wave from the 
doorway, and suddenly, as he watched her, he felt Melissa slip 
something into his hand. It was a little white silk pouch, and when 
he opened it, he saw the emerald ring he had given Sarah for 
Christmas. There was a little note that asked him to save it for 
Melissa. And that too was a powerful statement. It had been a brutal 
weekend for him, and he slipped the pouch in his pocket without 
saying a word, his jaw hard, his eyes cold, as he looked out the 
window. 


Oliver said nothing for a long time, and just listened as the 
children rattled on, about the dinner she'd cooked, and the popcorn, 
and how much they'd liked the apartment. Even Sam seemed more 
at ease now. And it was obvious it had done him a world of good to 
see their mother. They all looked well groomed, and Sam's hair was 
combed just the way Oliver liked it. And it was painful for him just 
seeing them that way, so obviously fresh from her hands, as though 
newly born, and only just then sprung from her. He didn't want to 
hear about how wonderful it had been, how great she looked, how 
cute the garden was, or how hard her courses. He only wanted to 
hear how desperately she missed all of them, and most of all him, 
how soon she was coming back, how much she hated Boston, and 
that she'd been wrong to go there. But he knew now that he would 
never hear that. 

The flight back to New York was rough, but the children didn't 
even seem to notice, and they got home at eight o'clock that night. 
Aggie was waiting for them, and offered to cook them dinner. They 
told Aggie all about Boston then, and what their mom had done, 


what she had said, what she thought, and about everything that she 
was doing. And finally, halfway through the meal, Ollie couldn't 
stand it anymore. He stood up and threw his napkin down as the 
children stared at him in amazement. 


“T'm sick and tired of hearing about all that! I'm glad you had a 
great time, but dammit, can't you talk about anything else?” They 
looked crushed and he was suddenly overwhelmed with 
embarrassment. “I'm sorry ... I'm ... never mind ...” He left them 
and went upstairs, closing the door to his room, and then sitting 
there, in the darkness, staring out into the moonlight. But it was so 
painful listening to them, hearing about her all the time. They had 
found her again. And he had lost her. There was no turning the 
clock back now, no getting away from it. She didn't love him 
anymore, no matter what she said on the phone. It was over. 
Forever. 


He sat there, in the dark, on his bed, for what seemed like a long 
time, and then he lay down in the darkness and stared up at the 
ceiling. It was a longer time still before he heard a knock at the 
door. It was Mel, and she opened the door a crack, but at first she 
didn't see him. “Dad?” She stepped into the room, and then she saw 
him there, lying on his bed in the moonlight. “I'm sorry ... we didn't 
mean to upset you ... it's just ...” 


“T know, baby, I know. You have a right to be excited. She's your 
mom. I just got a little crazy for a minute. Even dads go berserk 
sometimes.” He sat up and smiled at her and then turned on the 
light, feeling awkward that she had found him sulking in the 
darkness. “I just miss her a lot ... just like you did....” 


“She says she still loves you, Dad.” Mel was suddenly so sad for 
him and the look in his eyes was just awful. 


“That's nice, sweetheart. I love her too. It's just hard to understand 
sometimes when things change.” ... when you lose someone you 
love so much ... when you feel as though your whole life is over ... 
“T'll get used to it.” 


Melissa nodded. She had promised her mother she would do 
everything she could to help, and she was going to. She put Sam to 
bed that night, with his teddy bear, and told him to leave Daddy 
alone for a change, and sleep in his own bed. 


“Is Dad sick?” She shook her head. “He acted weird tonight.” Sam 
looked very worried. 


“He's just upset, that's all. I think it was hard for him to see 
Mommy.” 


“T thought it was great.” He grinned happily, holding the bear, 
and Mel smiled at him, feeling a thousand years older. 


“So did I. But I think it's harder for them.” 


Sam nodded, as though he understood, too, but in truth, he really 
didn't. And then he asked his sister what he didn't dare to ask either 
of his parents. “Mel ... do you think she'll come back? ... I mean, 
like before ... here, to Dad, and everything. ...” 


His sister hesitated for a long time before answering him, 
searching her own heart and mind, but like her father, she already 
knew the answer. “I don't know ... but I don't think so.” 


Sam nodded again, better able to cope with it now, now that he 
had been to visit her, and she had promised he could come back in a 
few weeks. She hadn't said anything about coming back to see them 
in Purchase. “Do you think Dad's mad at her?” 


Mel shook her head. “No. I think he's just sad. That's why he 
weirded out tonight.” 


Sam nodded and lay back on his pillow. “G'night, Mel ... I love 
you.” She bent to kiss him and gently stroked his hair, just as Sarah 
had in Boston. 


“T love you, too, even though you're a brat some- times.” They 
both laughed and she turned off the light and closed the door, and 
when she went back to her room, she saw Benjamin climbing out 
the window, and dropping swiftly to the ground. She watched him, 
but she made no sound or sign. She just pulled down her shade, and 
went to lie on her own bed. She had a lot to think about. That night, 


they all did. They all lay awake for a long time that night, thinking 
about Sarah. And wherever Benjamin had gone, Mel figured it was 
his own business. But it was also easy to guess his whereabouts. 
Despite the restriction still in force, he had gone to Sandra's. 


Chapter 10 


Daphne walked into Oliver's office the next morning, shortly after 
ten o'clock, and at first she thought he looked all right. She knew he 
had taken the children to Boston to see Sarah for the weekend. 


“How was it?” But as soon as the words were out of her mouth, 
she could see the answer in his eyes. He looked as though he'd been 
hit by lightning. 

“Don't ask.” 

“T'm sorry.” And she was, for him and the children. 


“So am I. Do you have the slides put together yet?” She nodded, 
and they avoided any further mention of the subject. They worked 
straight through until four o'clock, and for once he found relief in 
his work. It was wonderful not to be thinking of Sarah, or even the 
children. 


He got home at nine o'clock that night, and later every night after 
that. They had a rush presentation to put out for a major client. But 
for once, the children seemed all right. And three weeks after the 
first visit, Sarah invited the children back to Boston again, but this 
time Oliver didn't go with them. Mel went with Sam instead. 
Benjamin had already made plans to go skiing with friends, and 
didn't want to change that. 


On Friday night when Ollie got home late, the house was quiet 
and dark, even Aggie had taken a few days off, and had gone to stay 
with her sister in New Jersey. It was odd being alone without all of 
them, but in some ways it was a relief too. It had been three months 
since Sarah left, three months of caring and crying and worrying 


about them, of being responsible every hour of the day and rushing 
back and forth between Purchase and his office. Sometimes he had 
to admit that Daphne was right. It would have been easier to move 
to New York, but he didn't think any of them were ready for that. 
Maybe in a year or two ... it was odd thinking that far ahead now, 
without her. His life looked like an empty wasteland. 


He had dinner with his father on Saturday night, and on Sunday 
afternoon, he went to visit his mother. She was a depressing sight, 
and all she talked about was wanting to go home, to work in her 
garden. She wasn't fully aware of where she was, but there were 
moments when she seemed more lucid than others. 


“You doing all right, Dad?” he asked him the night they went out. 


“More or less.” The older man smiled. “It gets awfully lonely 
without her.” 


Ollie sighed and smiled ruefully at him. “I know what you mean, 
Dad.” It still seemed ironic that they were both losing their wives at 
the same time. Ironic and tragic and endlessly painful. 


“At least you have the children to keep you company.” 


“You should come down and see them more. Sam is dying to see 
you.” 


“Maybe tomorrow afternoon.” But Ollie had explained that they 
were in Boston with their mother. 


They returned in good spirits again this time, but Mel had warned 
Sam not to talk about it too much with Daddy. And she had 
particularly told him not to mention Jean-Pierre. He was a friend of 
their mom's, who had dropped by to meet them on Saturday night, 
and Mel secretly thought he had a crush on their mother. He was 
twenty-five years old, and a graduate student from France, and he 
had made everyone laugh, and told lots of jokes, and made pizza 
from scratch. Sam thought he was a great guy, but Mel assured him 
that Daddy wouldn't want to hear it. 


“Do you think he's going out with Mom?” Sam was always 
curious, and he thought he'd seen them kissing once in the kitchen 


when he went in for a Coke. 
But Mel was quick to demolish his theories. “Don't be stupid.” 


And they were both excited, because Sarah had promised to take 
them away for spring vacation. “Where do you think we'll go?” Sam 
asked. 


“IT don't know, we'll see.” 


In the end, she decided on a week of spring skiing in 
Massachusetts, and she was taking all of them. Even Benjamin had 
agreed to go with her. And it was only five days before they left that 
Oliver got the call at the office. It was Benjamin's school. He had 
been cutting classes for months, and was close to flunking out, and 
they wanted Oliver to know he was being put on academic 
probation. 


“Benjamin?” He looked stunned. He had come out of a meeting to 
take the call, fearing that he'd gotten hurt. “I can't believe that. He's 
always been on the honor roll.” 


“Not anymore, Mr. Watson.” The assistant headmaster had called 
him himself. “Since January, we've scarcely seen him in class, and 
this term he has incompletes in almost every subject.” 


“Why didn't you tell me before now? Why did you wait this 
long?” Oliver was shocked and angry, at the boy, at himself, at the 
school, at Sarah for starting it all. It seemed as though the misery 
was never-ending. 


“We've been sending you notices for three months, and you've 
never responded.” 


“Son of a bitch ...” Oliver knew instantly what must have 
happened. Benjamin must have taken them so Oliver wouldn't know 
what was going on. “What about his college applications?” 


“T just don't know. Well have to notify the schools he's applied to, 
of course, but he's always been a strong student before this. We 
realize that there are mitigating factors. Perhaps if he agrees to do 
summer school ... and, of course, it will all depend on his grades 
from this point on. His last term is going to be very important.” 


“T understand.” Oliver closed his eyes, trying to absorb it all. “Is 
there some other problem in school I should know about?” He 
sensed that there was more and he was suddenly almost frightened 
to hear it. 


“Well, some things aren't really in our province ...” 
“What does that mean?” 


“IT was referring to the Carter girl. We feel that she's part of 
Benjamin's problem. She's had her own problems this year, a broken 
home, and she's not ... well, she's certainly not the student Benjamin 
is, or was, but I think their involvement provides a great deal too 
much distraction. There's even talk of her dropping out. But we had 
already told her mother she wouldn't be graduating with her 
class....” Damn ... Oliver had put him on restriction and told him to 
be home by dinnertime, and he had cut classes to hang out with 
some dumb girl, she was even a dropout, or almost. 


“T'll take care of it. I'd appreciate it very much if we could do 
something about this so that it doesn't affect Benjamin's college 
applications.” He was due to hear from them any day ... Harvard ... 
Princeton ... Yale ... and now he was on academic probation. 


“Perhaps if you could spend more time at home with him. We 
realize how difficult that is now, with Mrs. Watson gone ...” The 
words cut him to the quick, he was doing everything he could now, 
to be with the kids, but again Benjamin's words rang in his ears ... 
you don't come home till nine o'clock every night. ... 


“T'll do what I can. And I'll speak to him tonight.” 


“Very well, and we'll keep you apprised of the situation at our 
end.” 


“Next time, just call me at the office.” 
“Of course.” 


Oliver hung up, and sat for a moment with head bowed, feeling 
breathless. And then, not knowing what else to do, he dialed Sarah 
in Boston. But fortunately she was out. And it wasn't her problem 
anyway. She had deserted all of them. The problem was his now. 


He left the office that afternoon at four o'clock, and was home 
before six. He was there when Benjamin walked through the door, 
looking pleased with himself, carrying his books, and with a single 
glance of steel, his father stopped him. 


“Come into the den, please, Benjamin.” 


“Something wrong?” It was obvious from his father's face that 
there was, but he never suspected what was coming. As he walked 
through the den door, Oliver gave him a ferocious slap. It was the 
first time in his life he had struck any of his children except for a 
single spanking when Benjamin was four, and had put a fork into an 
electrical outlet. He had wanted to make an impression on him then, 
and he did this time too. But more than that, the gesture was born 
of guilt and frustration. Benjamin almost reeled from the shock of it, 
and his face grew red as he sat down without a sound and Oliver 
closed the door. He knew now that his father had found out, or 
some of it at least. And he suspected what was coming. 


“I'm sorry ... I didn't mean to do that ... but I feel as though I've 
been cheated. I got a call from your school today, from Mr. Young 
... what the hell have you been up to?” 


“T ... I'm sorry, Dad. ...” He stared at the floor and then finally 
back up at him. “I just couldn't ... I don't know.” 


“Do you know you're being put on academic probation?” 
Benjamin nodded. “Do you realize you may never get into a decent 
college after this? Or you may have to forfeit a year, or at the very 
least do summer school? And what the hell happened to all the 
notices they supposedly sent me?” 


“I threw them out.” He was honest with him, and he looked about 
ten years old again, as he looked unhappily at his father. “I figured 
I'd get everything in control again, and you'd never have to know.” 


Oliver paced the room, and then stopped to stare at him. “And 
what does that girl have to do with this? I think her name is Sandra 
Carter.” In truth it was emblazoned in his mind, and he had 
suspected for a long time that Benjamin's current romance was out 
of hand, but he had never for a moment suspected it would go this 


far. “I presume you're sleeping with her. How long has that been 
going on?” 
For a long time, Benjamin stared at the floor and didn't answer. 


“Answer me, dammit. What's going on with her? Young said she 
was thinking of dropping out. What kind of a girl is she and why 
haven't I met her?” 


“She's a nice girl, Dad.” Benjamin suddenly looked up at him with 
defiance. “I love her, and she needs me.” He chose not to answer his 
father's second question. 


“That's nice. As a fellow dropout?” 


“She's not going to drop out ... yet ... she's just had a hard time ... 
her father walked out on her mom, and ... never mind. It's a long 
story.” 


“T'm touched. And your mother walked out on you, so the two of 
you walk into the sunset hand in hand, and flunk out of school. And 
then what, you pump gas for the rest of your life, while she goes to 
work as a cocktail waitress? That isn't what I expect of you, or what 
you want for yourself. You deserve more than that, and she 
probably does too. For chrissake, Benjamin, get hold of yourself.” 
His face hardened into rigid lines his son had never seen before, but 
the last three and a half months had extracted a price from him and 
it showed. “I want you to stop seeing the girl. Now! Do you hear 
me? And if you don't, I'll send you away to goddamn military school 
if I have to. I'm not going to let you throw your life away like this, 
just because you're upset and we've all had a hard time. Life is going 
to throw a lot of curves at you, Son. It's what you do with them that 
will make or break you.” 


Benjamin looked at him quietly, as stubborn as his father, worse, 
as stubborn as Sarah. “I'll pull my grades up, Dad, and I'll stop 
cutting school. But I'm not going to stop seeing Sandra.” 


“The hell you won't, if I tell you to. Do you understand me?” 


Benjamin stood up, his red hair and blue eyes blazing at his 
father. “I won't stop seeing her. I'm telling you that honestly. And 


you can't make me. I'll move out.” 
“Ts that your final word on this subject?” 
Benjamin only nodded. 


“Fine. You're on full restriction till the end of school, until I see 
those grades look the way they did before, until the school tells me 
you haven't missed five minutes of class to take a pee, until you 
graduate, and get into the kind of college you deserve. And then 
we'll see about Sandra.” The two men stood glaring at each other, 
and neither of them wavered. “Now go to your room. And I warn 
you, Benjamin Watson, I'm going to be checking on you night and 
day, so don't screw around. I'll call the girl's mother if I have to.” 


“Don't bother. She's never there.” 


Oliver nodded, still desperately unhappy with his oldest son, and 
startled by his defiant devotion to the girl. “She sounds charming.” 

“May I go now?” 

“Please do ...” And then, as Benjamin reached the door, in a softer 
voice, “And I'm sorry I hit you. I'm afraid I've reached my limits, 
too, and this nonsense from you isn't helping.” Benjamin nodded 
and left the room, closing the door behind him, as Oliver let himself 
slowly down into a chair, feeling his entire body tremble. 


But the following week, after a great deal of thought, he realized 
what he had to do, or what he could do, to at least improve the 
situation. He went to the headmaster of the school and spoke to 
him, and at first they weren't sure, but finally they said that if Oliver 
could get him into a comparable school, they would agree to what 
he was suggesting. It was the only thing he could do, and it would 
be hard on the kids at first, but it might be just what the doctor 
ordered for all of them. Oliver sent them all to Sarah for their school 
holiday, and although Benjamin refused to go at first, Oliver forced 
him. He threatened him in every possible way, until the boy finally 
left with the others. And miraculously, during the week the kids 
were gone, Oliver spoke to four different schools, and found one 
very good one that was willing to take him. He was going to move 
them all to New York as soon as he could, rent an apartment, and 


put them in new schools. It would get Benjamin away from the girl, 
and whatever friends were distracting him, and it would mean 
Oliver could be home every night by six o'clock in the evening. It 
was what Daphne had suggested two months before, and he had 
said he would never do, or at least not for several years, but now it 
was an idea born of desperation. 


Both schools involved agreed to the plan, and the one in Purchase 
even agreed to let him graduate with his class if he did well in New 
York for the remaining two months of school, passed all his exams, 
and agreed to go to summer school back in Purchase. It was perfect. 
Without further ado, Mel was accepted by an exclusive Upper East 
Side girls' school, and Collegiate agreed to take Sam. They were all 
excellent moves, albeit a little hasty. And in the last two days before 
they came home, Oliver pounded the pavements with Daphne, and 
came up with a very attractive apartment, a year's sublet from a 
banker who was moving to Paris with his wife and kids. It had four 
good-sized bedrooms and a pleasant view, an elevator man, a 
doorman, a big elaborate kitchen, and behind it a very respectable 
room for Agnes to live. It was going to cost him a fortune, but as far 
as Oliver was concerned it was worth it. In ten days, he had made 
all his moves. All that remained now was to break the news to the 
children when they got home from their vacation with their mother. 


He and Daphne sat in the living room after he'd signed the lease, 
and she eyed him with concern. For a man who hadn't been willing 
to make any changes at all two months before, he was moving very 
quickly now. He had been ever since he'd realized that Sarah wasn't 
coming home. 


“T think it'll do us all good.” He was defending himself to her, 
although he didn't have to. 


“So do I. But what do you think the kids'U say?” 


“What can they say? I can't keep track of Benjamin while I'm 
commuting. And if it's a disaster between now and June, we can 
always move back to Purchase and I'll put the kids back in their old 


schools in the fall. But maybe this is what I should have done right 
from the beginning.” 


She nodded again. He was right. It wasn't written in stone, and at 
least it was a good try at turning the tides that were drowning 
Benjamin in Purchase. “You don't think it's too radical?” 


“Are you telling me I'm crazy?” He smiled nervously at her, 
wondering the same thing himself, and amazed at what he'd 
accomplished since the kids left on vacation with their mother. He 
was dreading telling them, and yet he was excited too. It was an 
exciting new life for all of them, whatever the reasons that had led 
him to do it. And it seemed like the best solution to Benjamin's 
problems. 


“T think you've done the right thing, if that helps at all. But I also 
think it'll be another big adjustment for them.” 


“Maybe a good one this time.” He walked around the living room. 
The apartment was handsome, and he thought the children would 
like their rooms, particularly Melissa. Their new home was on East 
84th Street, on a tree-lined street, two blocks from Central Park. It 
was everything Oliver had wanted, once he made up his mind to 
look for an apartment in town. “What do you think, Daph? Do you 
really think I'm nuts?” He was suddenly afraid to tell the children. 
What if they went crazy again, but he'd been so sure it was the right 
decision when he made it. 


“T don't think you're crazy, and I think it'll be fine. Just don't 
expect them to jump up and down and tell you what a great idea it 
is. It'll scare them at first, no matter how easy you try to make it for 
them. Give them time to adjust.” 


“T know. That's what I was just thinking.” 


But he was in no way prepared for the violence of their reactions. 
He told them the next day, when they came home from their 
vacation with Sarah. He picked them up at the airport and drove 
them into town, telling them he had a surprise for them, but 
refusing to tell them what it was. They were in high spirits as they 
drove in, telling him everything they'd done, and seen, and how 


good the skiing had been with their mother. But for once, it didn't 
upset him. He was suddenly excited about what he was going to 
show them in New York. 


“Are we going to see Daphne, Dad?” It was Melissa asking him 
and he only shook his head and continued driving. He had told 
Agnes that morning, and she'd been startled, but she'd agreed to 
come. She didn't mind moving to New York with them, as long as 
she was with the children. 


They drove up in front of the building and he found a parking 
place, and escorted them in, as they looked around in curiosity. 


“Who lives here, Dad?” Sam wanted to know, and Ollie shook his 
head, walked into the elevator, and asked for seven. 


“Yes, sir.” The elevator man smiled. The doorman had recognized 
him at once when he let them in. They were the new tenants m 7H, 
which was why he hadn't asked them where they were going. 


Oliver stood in front of the apartment and pressed the bell, and 
when no one answered, he shrugged his shoulders, and took the key 
out of his pocket, opened the door, and swung it wide for his 
children, as they stood watching him with startled eyes, wondering 
if he'd gone crazy. 

“Come on in, you guys.” 

“Whose apartment is this?” Mel was whispering and afraid to go 
in, but Sam wandered right in and looked around. There was no one 
home, and he signaled to the others to join him. 

And then suddenly, Benjamin understood, and he looked worried 
as he walked in. But Mel began exclaiming over how pretty the 
antiques were. 

“I'm glad you like it, sweetheart.” Ollie smiled. “These are our 
new New York digs. How do you like them?” 

“Wow!” She looked thrilled. “When are we going to use this, 
Daddy?” They had never had an apartment in New York before, and 
suddenly Sam looked worried. 


“Aren't you going to come home during the week anymore, Dad?” 


“Of course I am. A lot earlier than before too. We're all going to 
live here until the end of the school year, and then we'll come back 
again in September.” He was trying to make it sound like an 
adventure to them, but it was suddenly sinking in, and they all 
looked frightened. 


“You mean we're moving here?” Mel looked horrified. “What 
about our friends?” 


“You can see them on weekends, and in the summer. And if we 
hate it, we won't come back next year. But I think we ought to at 
least try it.” 


“You mean I have to change schools now?” She couldn't believe 
what he was saying. And there was no hiding the truth from her. He 
nodded his head, and looked at all their faces. Sam looked stunned, 
and Mel sat down in a chair and started to cry. Benjamin said 
nothing at all, but his face hardened into a block of ice as he looked 
at his father. He knew it was partially due to him, but that did 
nothing to mitigate his anger. He had no right to do this to them, no 
right at all. It was bad enough that their mother had gone, but now 
they had to change schools, and move to New York. Suddenly, 
everything was going to be different. But that was just exactly what 
Oliver wanted. Especially for him, and Benjamin knew it. 

“Come on, guys, it'll be fun. Think of it as a whole exciting new 
life.” 


“What about Aggie?” Sam looked suddenly doubly worried. He 
didn't want to lose anyone else he loved, but his father was quick to 
reassure him. 

“She's coming too.” 

“And Andy?” 


“He can come, too, as long as he behaves. If he chews up all the 
furniture, we'll have to leave him with Grandpa and pick him up on 
weekends.” 


“He'll be good. I swear.” Sam's eyes were wide, but at least he 
wasn't crying. “Can I see my room?” 


“Sure.” Ollie was pleased. At least Sam was trying, even if the 
older ones weren't. Melissa was still playing Camille, and Benjamin 
was staring sullenly out the window. “It doesn't look like much now, 
but when we bring some of your stuff in it'll look great.” Fortunately 
the man who owned the apartment had two sons and a daughter, 
and there were two masculine-looking rooms, and a pink one. But 
Melissa refused to even come and see it. It was twice the size of her 
room at home, and much more sophisticated than what she was 
used to. And Sam reported on it to her when he returned to the 
living room. 


“It's okay, Mel ... it's pink ... you'll like it ...” 
“T don't care. I'm not moving here. I'll stay with Carole or Debbie.” 


“No, you won't.” Oliver's voice was quiet and firm. “You'll move 
here with the rest of us. And I've gotten you into an excellent 
school. I know it's a tough change, but it's for the best right now, 
really, Mel, believe me.” 


Benjamin suddenly wheeled on them then as his father finished 
speaking. “What he's saying is that he wants to keep an eye on me at 
close range, and he wants to keep me away from Sandra. What 
about weekends, Dad? Is she off-limits then too?” His voice was 
bitter and angry. 


“She's off-limits until your grades improve. I told you, I'm not 
fooling around with you. All your chances for a decent college are 
about to go right out the window.” 

“T don't care about that. It doesn't mean anything.” 


“It meant a lot to you when you sent in your applications, or had 
you forgotten?” 


“Things have changed a lot since then,” he muttered darkly, and 
walked back to the window. 


“Well, has everyone seen as much as they want to?” Oliver 
managed in spite of all of it to sound cheerful, but only Sam was 
willing to go along with it. 

“Ts there a backyard?” 


Oliver smiled at him. “Not exactly. There's Central Park two 
blocks away. That ought to do in a pinch.” Sam nodded in 
agreement. “Shall we go?” Melissa hurried to the door, and 
Benjamin followed more slowly, looking pensive. And it was a quiet 
drive back to Purchase, all of them lost in their own thoughts, and 
only Sam occasionally asking questions. 


Agnes had dinner waiting for them at home, and Sam told her all 
about the apartment. “I can play ball in Central Park ... and I've got 
a pretty big room ... and we're coming back here as soon as school 
gets out, for the summer. What's my school called, Dad?” 


“Collegiate.” 


“Collegiate,” he repeated, as Aggie listened intently, and kept an 
eye on the two others. Neither Benjamin nor Mel had said a word 
since they'd sat down at the table. “When are we moving again?” 


“Next weekend.” As he said the words, Melissa collapsed into a 
flood of tears again, and a few minutes later, Benjamin left the 
table. He quietly took the car keys from the hall table, and without 
saying a word, a moment later, he drove away, as Oliver watched 
him. 

Mel never emerged from her room again that night, and the door 
was locked when he tried it. Only Sam was pleased about the move. 
To him it was something new and exciting. And after putting him to 
bed, Oliver went back downstairs to wait for Benjamin to come 
home. They were going to have a serious talk about his acts of 
defiance. 


He didn't come home until 2:00 A.M., and Ollie was still waiting 
for him, getting more and more worried. And at last, he heard the 
crunch of the gravel in the driveway and the car stop outside. The 
door opened quietly, and Oliver walked out into the hall to meet 
him. 

“Do you want to come out to the kitchen and talk?” It was a 
purely rhetorical question. 


“There's nothing to talk about.” 


“There seems to be a lot, enough to keep you out till two A.M., or 
is that another kind of conversation?” He led the way to the kitchen 
without waiting for an answer, and pulled out two chairs, but it was 
a moment before Benjamin sat down, and it was obvious he didn't 
want to. “What's going on, Benjamin?” 

“Nothing I want to talk about with you.” Suddenly they were 
enemies. It had happened overnight, but it was no less disappointing 
or painful. 


“Why are you so angry with me? Because of Mom? Do you still 
blame that on me?” 


“That's your business. What I do is mine. I don't like you telling 
me what to do. I'm too old for that.” 


“You're seventeen years old, you're not a grown-up yet, even if 
you'd like to be. And you can't go on breaking all the rules, sooner 
or later you're going to pay a hell of a price for it. There are always 
rules in life, whether you like them or not. Right now, you may not 
even get into college.” 


“Fuck college.” His words startled Ollie. 
“What's that all about?” 


“T have more important things to think about.” For a moment, 
Oliver wondered if he was drunk, but he didn't appear to be, and 
Ollie suspected he wasn't. 


“Like what? That girl? ... Sandra Carter? At your age, that's a 
passing thing, Benjamin. And if it isn't, you're going to have to wait 
a long time before you can do anything about it. You've got to finish 
school, go to college, get a job, make a living to support a wife and 
kids. You've got a long road ahead of you, and you'd better stay on 
track now or you're going to be in deep shit before you know it.” 
Benjamin seemed to sag a little as he listened, and then he looked 
up at his father. 


“T'm not moving to New York with you. I won't.” 


“You have no choice. You have to. I'm closing the house here, 
except for weekends. And I won't let you live here alone, it's as 


simple as that. And if you want to know the truth, we're moving 
there partly because of you, so you can get your act together before 
it's too late, and I can spend more time with all of you in the 
evenings.” 


“It's too late for that now. And I'm not going.” 


“Why not?” There was an endless silence in the room while Oliver 
waited. And then, finally, the boy answered. 


“T can't leave Sandra.” 
“Why not? What if I let you see her on weekends?” 


“Her mom's moving to California, and she won't have anywhere to 
stay.” Oliver almost groaned at the picture he was painting. 


“Isn't Sandra going with her?” 


“They don't get along. And she hates her dad. She won't go to 
Philadelphia to live with him either.” 

“So what's she going to do?” 

“Drop out of school and get a job and stay here, but I don't want 
to leave her alone.” 

“That's noble of you. But she sounds very independent.” 

“She isn't. She needs me.” It was the first time he had opened up 
and talked about her, and Oliver was touched, but also frightened 
by what he was hearing. She didn't sound like the kind of girl 
anyone should be involved with. She sounded like trouble. “I can't 
leave her, Dad.” 


“You're going to have to leave her in the fall when you go to 
college anyway. You might as well deal with it now, before it 
becomes an even bigger problem.” But Benjamin only smiled at the 
irony of his words. 


“T can't go.” He was adamant and Oliver was suddenly confused. 
“To college or New York?” This really was a new one. 
“Either one.” Benjamin looked stubborn and almost desperate. 


“But why?” There was another long silence, and finally Benjamin 
looked up at him, and decided to tell him all of it. He had carried it 


alone for long enough, and if his father wanted to know so badly, 
then he would tell him. 

“Because she's pregnant.” 

“Oh my God ... oh my God ... why the hell didn't you tell me?” 

“T don't know ... I didn't think you'd want to know ... and 
anyway, it's my problem.” He hung his head, feeling the full burden 
of it, as he had for months. 

“Ts that why her mother is leaving her and going to California?” 

“In part. But they also don't get along, and her mother has a new 
boyfriend.” 

“And what does she think about her daughter being pregnant?” 

“She figures it's Sandra's problem, not hers. She told her to get an 
abortion.” 

“And? ... will she?” 

Benjamin shook his head, and looked at his father with everything 


he believed in, in his eyes, his heart on his sleeve, and the values of 
his father. “I wouldn't let her.” 

“For God's sake, Benjamin ...” Oliver got up and began to pace 
the kitchen. “You wouldn't let her? Why not? What on earth is a 
seventeen-year-old girl going to do with a baby? Or is she willing to 
give it up for adoption?” 

Benjamin shook his head again. “She says she wants to keep it.” 

“Benjamn please make sense. You're ruining three lives, not just 
one. Get the girl to have an abortion.” 

“She can't.” 

“Why not?” 

“She's four months pregnant.” 

He sat down again with a thud. “What a mess you've gotten 
yourself into, no wonder you're cutting classes and flunking out, but 
I've got news for you, we'll wade through this mess together, but 
you're moving to New York with me next week, come hell or high 
water.” 


“Dad, I already told you.” Benjamin stood up, looking impatient. 
“T'm not going to leave her. She's alone and pregnant, and that's my 
kid she's carrying around. 


I care about her, and the baby.” And then suddenly, his eyes filled 
with tears, he was tired, and drained, and he didn't want to argue 
anymore, things were tough enough for him without taking on his 
father too. “Daddy, I love her ... please don't interfere in this.” 
Benjamin didn't tell him he'd offered to marry the girl, but Sandra 
thought marriage was dumb. She didn't want to end up divorced 
like her parents. 


Oliver went to him and put an arm around him. “You have to be 
sensible ... you have to do the right things ... for both of you. And 
throwing your life away isn't going to help anybody. Where is she 
living now?” A thousand possibilities were running through Ollie's 
mind as they spoke, and one of them was paying for her upkeep in a 
home for unwed mothers. 


“At home, but she's moving into an apartment in Port Chester. I've 
been helping her pay the rent.” 


“That's noble of you, but she's going to need a lot more than that 
very shortly. Do you have any idea how expensive babies are? How 
much it costs to have one?” 


“What do you suggest, Dad?” He sounded suddenly bitter again, 
“that we get an abortion because it's cheaper? That's my baby inside 
her. I love it and I love her, and I'm not giving either of them up, do 
you understand that? And I'm not moving to New York. I'll get my 
grades up here, without going anywhere. I can always stay with her 
if I have to.” 


“T don't know what to say to you anymore. Are you sure she's four 
months pregnant?” Benjamin nodded and it depressed Oliver to 
realize that their little “accident” had coincided with Sarah's 
departure. They had all gone nuts for a while, but Benjamin's 
craziness would last a lifetime. “Will she give it up?” 


Benjamin shook his head again. “No, we won't, Dad. It's funny, I 
always thought you were against abortion.” The blow hit hard. He 


was the man who had fought Sarah each time to save his three 
children, and yet now he wanted Benjamin's baby to be aborted. But 
this was so different. 


“In most circumstances, I am. But what you're doing is going to 
destroy your life, and I care more about you than that baby.” 


“That baby is a part of me, and a part of you, and Mom ... and 
Sandra ... and I'm not going to let anyone kill it.” 


“How are you going to support it?” 


“T can take a job after school if I have to. And Sandra can work 
too. She's not doing this to get something out of me, Dad. It just 
happened and now we're dealing with it the best we can.” And that 
wasn't great, and even he knew it. 


“How long have you known?” It certainly explained his 
seriousness in recent months, and constant disappearances, and his 
defiance. 


“A while. A couple of months, I guess. She wasn't sure at first, 
because she's never very regular, and then I made her go to a 
clinic.” 

“That's something, I guess. And now? Is she getting adequate 
medical care?” 


“T take her to the doctor once a month.” It was incredible ... his 
baby ... his firstborn ... was becoming a father. “That's enough, isn't 
it?” He looked suddenly worried again. 

“For now. Do you think she'd go into a home for unwed mothers? 
They could take care of her, and eventually help her make 
arrangements for the baby.” 

“What kind of arrangements?” Benjamin sounded instantly 
suspicious. 

“That's up to her ... and you ... but it would be a decent place to 
live, with girls in the same situation.” 

Benjamin nodded. It was a thought anyway. “I'll ask her.” 


“When's the baby due anyway?” 


“Late September.” 
“You'll be away in school by then.” 


“Maybe.” But that was a whole other fight, and both of them were 
too tired for that. It was after four o'clock in the morning and they 
were both exhausted. 


“Go to bed. We'll talk tomorrow.” He touched Benjamin's shoulder 
with a look of tenderness and sorrow. “I'm sorry, Son. I'm so sorry 
this happened to both of you. Well work it out somehow.” 


“Thanks, Dad.” But neither of them looked convinced as they 
went upstairs to bed, with their own thoughts, and their own 
troubles. And the doors to their bedrooms closed softly behind 
them. 


Chapter 11 


They talked long into the night almost every night that week, and 
got nowhere. One night, Oliver even went to see Sandra, and he was 
saddened when he saw the girl. She was pretty and not too bright, 
frightened and alone, and from another world. She clung to 
Benjamin as if he were the only person who could save her. And one 
thing she was adamant about, just as Benjamin was, she was going 
to have their baby. 


It filled Oliver with despair, and in the end, he called Sarah. 


“Are you aware of what's going on in the life of your oldest son?' 
It sounded like a soap opera even to him, but something had to be 
done about it, he couldn't spend the rest of his life with that girl, 
and their baby. 

“He called me last night. I don't think you should interfere.” 


“Are you crazy?” He wanted to strangle her with the telephone 
cord. “Don't you understand what this will do to his life?” 


“What do you want him to do? Kill the girl?” 


“Don't be an ass, for chrissake,” he couldn't believe what he was 
hearing from her, “she should get rid of it, or at least put the baby 
up for adoption. And Benjamin should come to his senses.” 

“This doesn't sound like the Oliver I know ... since when did you 
become such a champion for abortion?” 

“Since my seventeen-year-old son knocked up his seventeen-year- 
old girlfriend, and proposed to ruin both their lives by being noble.” 


“You have no right to interfere with what he thinks is right.” 


“T can't believe I'm hearing this from you What's happening to 
you? Don't you care about his education? Don't you realize that he 
wants to give up school now, drop out of high school, and 
completely forget college?” 


“He'll come around. Wait until the kid starts screaming day and 
night, like he did. He'll be begging you to help him escape, but in 
the meantime he has to do what he thinks is right.” 

“T think you're as crazy as he is. It must be genetic. And is that the 
kind of advice you're giving him?” 

“T told him to do whatever he believed in.” 

“That's nonsense.” 

“What are you telling him to do?” 

“To pull up his socks, drag up his grades, get his ass back in 
school, and let the girl go to a home for unwed mothers, and have 
the baby put up for adoption.” 

“It's certainly nice and tidy anyway. Too bad he doesn't agree 
with you.” 

“He doesn't have to agree with me, Sarah. He's a minor. He has to 
do what we tell him to do.” 

“Not if he tells you to go to hell, which he will if you push him 
too hard.” 

“Just like you did?” He was furious with her, she was playing 
with Benjamin's life with her goddamn liberal ideas. 

“We're not talking about us, we're talking about him.” 

“We're talking about one of our kids ruining his life, and you're 
talking garbage.” 

“Face reality, Oliver, it's his kid, his life, and he's going to do 
exactly what he wants to do, whether you like it or not, so don't 
give yourself ulcers over it.” It was hopeless talking to her, and 
eventually he hung up, even more frustrated than before. 

And on Saturday morning, Benjamin came to his father as the 
moving van appeared in the driveway. They were sending small 


things to New York, some linens, and the clothes they needed. 


“Ready to go, Son?” Oliver tried to sound cheerful, and as though 
nothing were wrong, as though that might make a difference and 
convince him. But Benjamin looked quiet and determined. 


“IT came to say good-bye to you, Dad.” There was an endless 
silence between them. 


“You have to come with us, Son. For your own sake. And maybe 
even for Sandra's.” 


“I'm not going. I'm staying here. I've made my decision. I'm 
dropping out of school right now. I've got a job in a restaurant, and I 
can stay at Sandra's apartment with her.” In a way, Oliver had 
forced his hand with the move to New York, and he was almost 
SOITy. 


“And if I let you stay in the house? Will you go back to school?” 
“T'm sick of school. I want to take care of Sandra.” 


“Benjamin, please ... you can take better care of her if you get an 
education.” 


“T can always go back to school later.” 


“Does the school know about this yet?” Benjamin dashed the last 
of his father's hopes as he nodded. 


“T told them yesterday afternoon.” 
“What did they say?” 


“They wished us luck. Sandra had already told her homeroom 
teacher about the baby.” 


“T can't believe you're doing this.” 


“T want to be with her ... and my kid ... Dad, you would have 
done the same thing.” 


“Possibly, but not in the same way. You're doing the right thing, 
but in the wrong way and for the wrong reasons.” 


“T'm doing the best I can.” 


“I know you are. What if you take a high school equivalency test, 
take some time off now and go to college in the fall. That's still a 
possibility, you know.” 


“Yes, but it's not what I want anymore, Dad. I want to be out in 
the real world. I've got real responsibilities of my own, and a 
woman I love ... and a baby in September.” It was ridiculous 
thinking about it, and yet it was real. Oliver wanted to cry standing 
on his front lawn, watching the moving men carrying boxes in and 
out of the house, under Aggie's directions. It was all crazy. In four 
months, Sarah had destroyed their lives, and now none of it would 
ever be the same. 


He suddenly wondered why the hell he was moving to New York, if 
Benjamin wasn't even coming. And yet, there were things he liked 
about the idea, like being able to get home earlier at night, and 
spending more time with Mel and Sam. Mel had calmed down in the 
last week, knowing that the move was only for two months for now, 
and on a trial basis, and they would come back to Purchase for 
weekends, and for the whole summer. And what made it even more 
interesting was that all of her friends were impressed and were 
dying to come and see her in the city. “Dad, I've got to go. I start 
work at two o'clock, and Sandra's waiting for me at the apartment” 


“Will you call me?” 
“Sure. Come and see us when you're in town.” 


“T love you, Benjamin. I really, really love you,” He threw his 
arms around the boy, and held him close as they both cried. 


“Thanks, Dad. Everything'll be all right ...” Oliver nodded, but he 
didn't believe it. Nothing would ever be all right again, or at least 
not for a long, long time. 


Oliver watched the boy drive away with tears rolling down his 
cheeks, and he waved at him slowly, and then Benjamin was out of 
sight, and his father walked slowly back into the house. He had 
brought the whole damn mess to a head without meaning to, and 
now Benjamin was a dropout, working in a restaurant and living 


with a floozy, but maybe something good would come of it, one day 
... one far-off, distant day.... 


Inside the house, like it or not, everything was chaos. Moving men 
were everywhere, the dog was barking frantically, and Sam was so 
excited, he could hardly stand it, as he ran around the house 
clutching his bear. Mel stayed on the phone almost until the instant 
they left, and Aggie insisted on leaving everything in order. But 
finally they got out, and with a last look at the house they loved, 
followed the moving van to new adventure in New York. There was 
a plant from Daphne waiting for them there, and fruit and cookies 
for the kids, and a box of dog biscuits for Andy. It was the perfect 
welcome, and Mel squealed excitedly as she saw her room, and 
made a dash for the phone there. 


But as they settled in, all Oliver could think about was Benjamin 
in his new life, a life he'd bitterly regret one day, if it took that long 
for him to regret it. And Oliver felt as though, one by one, he was 
losing the people he loved most dearly. 


Chapter 12 


The move to New York was the best thing he had done for them in 
years, Oliver realized within a matter of days. Sam loved his new 
school, and he had an easy time making friends. And Mel was crazy 
about her new school, spending time with Daphne whenever she 
could, going to Bloomingdale's, and calling everyone she knew at 
home to report each new development in her glamorous new life in 
the city. And best of all, Oliver managed to get home before dinner 
every night, and spend the kind of time with the kids that he 
wanted to. Mel was still on the phone most of the time, but she 
knew he was there. And he and Sam had hours to talk and read and 
play games, and with the warmer weather in early May, they 
sometimes went to the park to play ball after they ate dinner. It was 
the perfect life. Except for Benjamin, whom Ollie missed constantly, 
and worried about most of the time. He had lost two people now, 
although he made a point of seeing the boy every week when they 
went home to Purchase for the weekends. He wanted him to come 
over and have dinner with them, but Ben was working at night, and 
it almost broke his father's heart when he stopped in to see him at 
the restaurant, working as a busboy for a tiny salary. He renewed 
his offer to let him stay at the house, much as he disliked the idea of 
his living alone, and he begged him to go back to school. But 
Benjamin wouldn't leave Sandra now. And when Ollie glimpsed her 
one Saturday afternoon, he was shocked. She looked more than five 
months pregnant, and Oliver wondered if the baby was really his 
son's. He asked Benjamin as much when he had the chance, but the 
boy only looked hurt and insisted that it was his baby. He said he 
was sure of it. And Oliver didn't want to press him. 


The hardest blow of all came when the college letters began 
rolling in. Oliver would find them at the house on the weekend. 
Benjamin still wanted to get his mail there. The school had never 
notified them that Benjamin had dropped out, and he had been 
accepted by all except Duke. He could have gone to Harvard, or 
Princeton, or Yale, and instead he was scraping other people's food 
off plates in a restaurant, and at eighteen he was going to be a 
father. It almost broke Ollie's heart to think about it. Oliver 
answered all of the letters himself, explaining to all that because of 
difficult family circumstances at the time, he was unable to accept, 
but he would like to reapply the following year. Ollie still hoped to 
get him to New York to finish school. A year would be lost in his 
life, but no more. And he didn't bring it up with Benjamin again. It 
was a sensitive subject, and he seemed totally wrapped up in his life 
with Sandra. 


“How about coming to New York for a few days sometime?” 
Oliver would have done anything to lure him there, but the boy was 
serious about his responsibilities, and he always declined, explaining 
that he couldn't leave Sandra alone, and Oliver never extended the 
invitation to her. Benjamin hadn't been to Boston, either, to see his 
mother since he'd left home, but he seemed to talk to her from time 
to time. But Mel and Sam visited her, once they were settled in their 
new home. They seemed quieter about things this time when they 
came back, and Oliver had the feeling that Sam was unhappy about 
something. He tried to ask Mel about it once, but she was vague, 
saying only that Mom was pretty busy with school. But Oliver 
sensed that there was something else, and one evening it came out, 
as he and Sam were playing cards. It was a quiet night, and they 
were alone. For once, Mel was studying in her room. 


“What do you think about French people, Dad?” It was an odd 
question and his father looked up with a puzzled frown. 


“French people? They're okay. Why?” 


“Nothing. I just wondered, that's all.” But Ollie sensed that there 
was more, and the boy wanted to talk, but was afraid to. 


“Ts there a French boy at your school?” 


Sam shook his head and discarded again, stroking Andy's head as 
he waited for his father to play. He loved the evenings they shared 
now. He was really beginning to enjoy their new life. But he still 
missed his mother and Benjamin, as all three of them did. “Mom's 
got this friend. ...” The words came out as he played, and stared at 
the cards, and suddenly all of his father's antennae went up. So that 
was it. She had a boyfriend. 


“What kind of friend?” 


The child shrugged, and picked another card. “I don't know. He's 
okay, I guess.” Mel just happened to be walking by, and she 
stopped, trying to catch Sam's eye, but he wasn't looking at her, and 
Oliver looked up and saw the look on her face as she slowly 
wandered toward them. 


“Who's winning?” She tried to distract them both from what Sam 
had just said. She knew they weren't supposed to talk about it, 
although Sarah hadn't said that to them, but it was understood 
between them. 


“Sam is. We were just having a little chat.” 
“Yeah.” Mel looked at Sam disapprovingly. “So I heard.” 
“Your mom has a new French friend?” 


“Oh, he's not new,” Sam was quick to add. “He was there before. 
We met him another time too. But he's staying with Mom now. You 
know, kind of like a friend. He's from France, and his name's Jean- 
Pierre. He's twenty-five, and he's here on an exchange program for 
two years.” 


“How nice for him.” Oliver's face set in a thin line as he picked 
another card without even seeing what it was. “Nice for Mom, too, I 
guess. What's he like?” He hated to pump the child, but he wanted 
to know now. She was living with a twenty-five-year-old man, and 
exposing her children to him. It made him furious just thinking of it. 


“It was no big deal, Dad. He slept on the couch when we were 
there.” And when you're not, he wanted to ask. Then where does he 


sleep? But they all knew that. Even Sam had commented on it to 
Mel on the way back, wanting to know if she thought their mother 
was in love with him. And she had made him once again promise 
not to tell their father. 


“That's nice,” he repeated again. “Is he a nice guy?” 


“He's okay.” Sam seemed unimpressed. “He makes a big fuss over 
Mom. I guess that's what French guys do. He brought her flowers 
and stuff, and he made us eat ‘croissants.’ I like English muffins 
better, but they were okay. It was no big deal.” Except to Oliver, 
who felt as though there were smoke coming from his ears. He 
could hardly wait to put Sam to bed, and it seemed like hours when 
he was finally free of him, and Mel intercepted him then, suspecting 
how he felt about what Sam had said. 


“He shouldn't have told you all that. I'm sorry, Dad. I think he's 
just a friend of Mom's. It was just a little weird with him staying 
there.” 


“T'll bet it was.” 


“He said his lease had run out, and Mom was letting him sleep on 
the couch until he found another place to live. He was nice to us. I 
don't think it means anything.” Her eyes were big and sad, and they 
both knew it meant a lot more than she was admitting to her father. 
It meant Sarah had moved on, and there was a man in her life, 
unlike Oliver, who still longed for her every night, and hadn't had a 
date since she left, and still didn't want to. 


“Don't worry about it, Mel.” He tried to look more relaxed about 
it than he felt, for her sake if nothing else. “Your mother has a right 
to do whatever she wants now. She's a free agent. We both are, I 
guess.” 

“But you never go out, do you, Dad?” As she looked at him, she 
seemed proud of him and he smiled at her. It was an odd thing to be 
proud of him for. 

“T just never get around to it, I guess. I'm too busy worrying about 
all of you.” 


“Maybe you should one of these days. Daphne says it would be 
good for you.” 


“Oh she does, does she? Well, tell her to mind her own business, I 
have enough confusion in my life without adding that.” 


And then, his daughter looked at him, knowing the truth. And she 
was sorry for him. “You're still in love with Mom, aren't you, Dad?” 


He hesitated for a long moment, feeling foolish for saying it, but 
then he nodded as he spoke, “Yes, I $m, Mel. Sometimes I think I 
always will be. But there's no point in that now. It's all over for us.” 
It was time she knew, and he suspected they all did anyway. It was 
five months since she'd left and nothing had turned out as she'd 
promised. No weekends, no vacations, she hardly ever called now. 
And now he knew why, if she was living with a twenty-five-year-old 
boy from France named Jean-Pierre. 


“T kind of thought it was.” Mel looked sad for him. “Are you going 
to get divorced?” 


“One of these days, I guess. I'm in no rush. I'll see what your mom 
wants to do.” And after Mel went to bed, he called her that night, 
remembering what Sam had said, and he didn't beat around the 
bush with his wife. There was no point to that. It was long past the 
time to play games with her. 


“Don't you think it's a little tasteless to have a man staying with 
you when the kids are there?” There was no rage in his voice this 
time, just disgust. She was no longer the woman he knew and loved. 
She was someone else. And she belonged to a boy named Jean- 
Pierre. But she was the mother of his children, too, and that 
concerned him more. 


“Oh ... that ... he's just a friend, Ollie. And he slept on the couch. 
The kids slept in my room with me.” 


“T don't think you fooled anyone. They both know what's going 
on. At least Mel does, I can promise you that, and I think Sam has a 
pretty fair idea too. Doesn't that bother you? Doesn't it embarrass 
you to have your lover staying there?” It was an accusation now, 


and what really burned him was the guy's age. “I feel like I don't 
know you anymore. And I'm not even sure I want to.” 


“That's your business now, Oliver. And how I live my life, and 
with whom, is mine. It might do them good if your own life were a 
little more normal.” 


“T see. What does that mean? I should drag in nineteen-year-old 
girls just to prove my manhood to them?” 


“I'm not proving anything. We're good friends. Age is of no 
importance.” 


“T don't give a damn. A certain decorum is, at least when my 
children are around. Just see that you maintain it.” 


“Don't threaten me, Oliver. I'm not one of your children. I'm not 
your maid. I don't work for you anymore. And if that's what you 
mean when you say you don't know me, you're right. You never did. 
All I was was a hired hand to keep your kids in line, and do your 
laundry.” 


“That's a rotten thing to say. We had a hell of a lot more than 
that, and you know it. We wouldn't have stayed together for damn 
near twenty years if all you were to me was a maid.” 


“Maybe neither of us ever noticed.” 


“And what's different now, other than the fact that you've 
deserted your children? What's so much better? Who cooks? Who 
cleans? Who takes the garbage out? Someone has to do it. I did my 
work. You did yours. And together we built something terrific, until 
you knocked it down, and walked all over it, and us, on the way 
out. It was a stinking thing to do, to all of us, and especially me. But 
at least I know what we had. We had something beautiful and 
worthwhile and decent. Don't denigrate it now just because you 
walked out.” 


There was a long silence at her end, and for a moment, he wasn't 
sure if she was crying. “I'm sorry ... maybe you're right ... I just ... 
I'm sorry, Ollie ... I couldn't hack it....” 


His voice was gentler again. “I'm sorry you couldn't.” His voice 
was sweet and gruff, “I loved you so damn much, Sarah, when you 
left I thought it would kill me.” 


She smiled through her tears. “You're too good and too strong to 
ever let anything get you down for long. Ollie, you don't even know 
it, but you're a winner.” 


“So what happened?” He grinned ruefully. “It doesn't look to me 
like I won. Last time I looked, you weren't hanging around my 
bedroom.” 


“Maybe you did win. Maybe this time you'll get something better. 
Someone better suited to you, and what you want. You should have 
married some terrible, light-hearted bright girl who wanted to make 
you a beautiful home and give you lots of children.” 


“That's what I had with you.” 


“But it wasn't real. I only did it because I had to. That's what was 
wrong with it. I wanted to be doing this, leading a bohemian life 
with no responsibilities other than to myself. I don't want to own 
anyone or anything. I never did. I just wanted to be free. And I am 
now.” 


“The bitch of it is I never knew ... I never realized ...” 


“Neither did I for a long time. I guess that's why you didn't 
either.” 


“Are you happy now?” He needed to know that, for his own peace 
of mind. She had turned their life upside down, but if she had found 
what she'd been looking for, maybe it was worth it. Just maybe. 

“T think I am. Happier anyway. I'll be a lot more so when I 
accomplish something that I think is worthwhile.” 


“You already did ... you just don't know it. You gave me twenty 
great years, three beautiful kids. Maybe that's enough. Maybe you 
can't count on anything forever.” 


“Some things you can. I'm sure of it. Next time you'll know what 
you're looking for, and what you don't want, and so will I.” 


“And your French friend? Is he it?” He didn't see how he could be 
at twenty-five, but she was a strange woman. Maybe that was what 
she wanted now. 


“He's all right for now. It's a very existential arrangement.” 


Oliver smiled again. He had heard the words before, a long time 
since. “You sound just the way you did when you lived in SoHo. 
Just make sure you're going ahead and not back. You can't go back, 
Sarrie. It doesn't work.” 


“T know. That's why I never came home.” He understood now. It 
still made him sad, but at least he understood it. 


“Do you want me to file?” It was the first time he had ever asked 
her directly, and for the first time it didn't break his heart to say the 
words. Maybe he was finally ready. 


“When you have time. I'm in no hurry.” 
“T'm sorry, sweetheart ...” He felt tears sting his eyes. 


“Don't be.” And then she said good night, and he was left alone 
with his memories and his regrets, and his fantasies about Jean- 
Pierre ... the lucky bastard ... 


Sam crept back into his father's bed that night, for the first time 
since he'd come to New York, and Oliver didn't mind. It was 
comforting to have him near him. 


And that weekend they went to Purchase, but they didn't see 
Benjamin. The children were busy with their friends, and Sarah's 
garden was in full bloom, so Aggie had her hands full clipping 
things she wanted to take back to the city, and on Saturday 
morning, as Oliver lay in bed, quietly dreaming, the phone rang. 


It was George, and as Oliver listened, he sat bolt upright in bed. 
His father wasn't making much sense, all he could understand was 
that his mother had been hit by a bus and was in a coma. She was 
back in the hospital again, and his father was crying, his voice 
jagged and broken. 


“T'll be right there, Dad. When did it happen?” It had happened at 
eight o'clock that morning. 


He was at the hospital in under an hour, his hair barely combed, 
in khaki pants and the shirt he'd worn the night before, and he 
found his father crying softly in the hall, and when he saw Oliver, 
he held out his arms like a lost child. 


“God, Dad, what happened?” 


“Tt's all my fault. She was better for a few days, and I insisted on 
bringing her home for the weekend.” But he missed her so much, he 
longed for her next to him in the bed they'd shared for almost half a 
century, and when she had seemed better to him, he had deluded 
himself that it would do her good to go home for a few days. The 
doctors had tried to discourage him, but he had insisted he could 
care for her as well as they could. “She must have gotten up before I 
woke up. When I did, I saw her there fully dressed. She looked a 
little confused, she said she was going to make breakfast. I thought 
it was good for her to do something familiar like that, so I let her. I 
got up and showered and shaved, and when I went into the kitchen 
she wasn't there. The front door was open, and I couldn't find her. I 
looked for her everywhere, in the garden, in the shed. I drove all 
over the neighborhood, and then ...”He started to sob again, “I saw 
the ambulance ... the bus driver said she had walked right into him. 
He hit the brakes as hard as he could and he couldn't stop in time. 
She was barely alive when they brought her in, and they just don't 
know ... Oh, Ollie, it's as though I killed her. I wanted so badly to 
turn back the clock, to pretend to myself that she was all right 
again, and of course she wasn't, and now ...” She was in intensive 
care, and when Ollie saw her, he was badly shaken. She had 
sustained tremendous head injuries, and broken most of her bones. 
But mercifully, they said she had been unconscious from the 
moment she'd been hit, if that was any comfort. 


The two men waited in the hall, and at noon, Oliver insisted on 
taking his father to the cafeteria for lunch. They saw her every hour 
for a moment or two, but there was no change, and by midnight it 
was Clear to both of them that their vigil was fruitless. The doctors 
held out no hope, and just before dawn she had a massive stroke. 
His father had gone home by then, while Oliver still waited. He had 


called home several times and reported to Aggie on the situation. He 
didn't want her to tell the children yet. She had told them he'd gone 
back to the city for an emergency at work. He didn't want to upset 
them for the moment. 


The doctor came to speak to him at six o'clock as he dozed in the 
hall. He had seen his mother for the last time two hours before. In 
the intensive care unit there was neither night nor day, there were 
only bright lights and the humming of machines, the pumping of 
respirators and the occasional whine of a computer, and a few sad, 
lonely groans. But his mother hadn't even stirred when he saw her. 


The doctor touched his arm and he woke instantly. “Yes?” 


“Mr. Watson ... your mother has had a massive cerebral 
hemorrhage.” 
“Ts she? ... has she? ...” It was terrifying to say the words even 


now. At forty-four, he still wanted his mother. Alive. Forever. 


“Her heart is still pumping, and we have her on the respirator. 
But there are no brain waves. I'm afraid the fight is over.” She was 
legally dead, but technically, with their help, she was still breathing. 
“We can keep her on the machines as long as you like, but there's 
really no point. It's up to you now.” He wondered if his father would 
want him to make the decision for him, and then suddenly he knew 
he wouldn't. “What would you like us to do? We can wait, if you'd 
like to consult your father.” Oliver nodded, feeling a sharp pain of 
loneliness knife through him. His wife had left him five months 
before, and now he was about to lose his mother. But he couldn't 
think of it selfishly now. He had to think of George and what it 
would mean to him to lose his wife of forty-seven years. It was 
going to be brutal. But in truth she had left him months before, 
when she began fading. Often, she even forgot who he was. And she 
would have grown rapidly worse over the next year. Maybe, in a 
terrible way, this was better. 


“T'll call him.” But as he walked to the phone, he thought better of 
it, and he walked outside to find his car in the balmy spring 
morning. It was beautiful outside, the air was sweet, the sun was 


warm, and the birds were already singing. It was hard to believe 
that for all intents and purposes she had already died, and now he 
had to go and tell his father. 


He let himself into the house with a key he kept for emergencies, 
and walked quietly into his parents' bedroom. It was as it always 
had been, except that his father lay alone in the old four-poster they 
had had since their wedding day. 


“Dad?” he whispered, and his father stirred, and then he reached 
out gently and touched him. “Dad ...” He was afraid to scare him. 
At seventy-two, he had a weak heart, his lungs were frail, but he 
still had dignity and strength and his son's respect. He woke up with 
a start, and looked at Ollie. 

“Ts it? ... Is she ...” He looked suddenly terrified as he sat up. 

“She's still there, but we need to talk.” 

“Why? What is it?” 

“Why don't you wake up for a minute.” He still had the startled 
look of someone roused from a sound sleep. 

“T'm awake. Has something happened?” 

“Mom had a stroke.” Ollie sighed as he sat down carefully on the 
bed and held his father's hand. “They're keeping her going on the 
machined. But, Dad ... that's all that's left ...”"He hated to say the 
words, but they were the simple truth. “She's brain dead.” 

“What do they want us to do?” 

“They can take her off the machines, that's up to you.” 

“And then she'll die?” Ollie nodded, and the tears coursed slowly 
down the old man's cheeks as he sank slowly back against his 
pillows. “She was so beautiful, Oliver ... so sweet when she was 
young ... so lovely when I married her. How can they ask me to kill 


her? It's not fair. How can I do that to her?” There was a sad sob 
and Oliver had to fight back his own tears as he watched him. 


“Do you want me to take care of it? I just thought you'd want to 
know ... I'm sorry, Dad.” They were both crying, but the truth was 


that the woman they loved had died a while ago. There was really 
nothing left now. 


George sat slowly up again and wiped his eyes. “I want to be 
there when they do it.” 


“No,” his son objected instantly. “I don't want you to do that.” 


“That's not your decision to make, it's mine. I owe it to her. I've 
been there for her for almost fifty years, and I'm not going to let her 
down now.” The tears began again. “Oliver, I love her.” 


“T know you do, Dad. And she knew that too. She loved you too. 
You don't have to put yourself through this.” 


“It's all my fault this happened.” 


Oliver took the old man's hands hard in his own. “I want you to 
listen to me. There was nothing left of Mom, nothing that we knew 
and loved. She was gone, she had been for a long time, and what 
happened yesterday wasn't your fault. Maybe in a way it's better like 
this. If she had lived, she would have shriveled up and died, she 
wouldn't have known who anyone was, she wouldn't have 
remembered any of the things she cared about or loved ... you ... 
her grandchildren ... me ... her friends ... her house ... her garden. 
She would have been a vegetable in a nursing home, and she would 
have hated that if she'd known. Now she's been spared that. Accept 
that as the hand of fate, as God's will, if you want to call it that, and 
stop blaming yourself. None of it is in your control. Whatever you 
do now, whatever happened, it was meant to be this way. And when 
we let her go, she'll be free.” 


The old man nodded, grateful for his son's words. Maybe he was 
right. And in any case, none of it could be changed now. 


George Watson dressed carefully in a dark pinstriped suit, with a 
starched white shirt, and a navy blue tie Phyllis had bought for him 
ten years before. He looked distinguished and in control as they left 
the house and he looked around for a last time, as though expecting 
to see her, and then he looked at his son and shook his head. 


“It's so odd to think that she was here just yesterday morning.” 


But Ollie only shook his head in answer. “No, she wasn't, Dad. She 
hasn't been here in a long, long time. You know that.” 


George nodded, and they drove to the hospital in silence. It was a 
beautiful morning ... a beautiful morning to die, Oliver kept 
thinking. And then they walked up the steps and took the elevator 
to the fourth floor, and asked to see the doctor on duty. It was the 
same man who had spoken to Oliver only two hours before, and 
there had been no change in Mrs. Watson's condition, except that 
she had had several seizures, which was expected after the 
hemorrhage. Nothing of any import had changed. She was brain 
dead, and she would remain that way forever, and only their 
machine was keeping her alive for the moment. 


“My father wanted to be here himself,” Oliver explained. 
“T understand.” The young doctor was kind and sympathetic. 


“T want to be there when you ... when ...” His voice quavered and 
he couldn't say the words, as the doctor nodded his understanding. 
He had been through it dozens of times before, but somehow he 
wasn't hardened to it yet. 


There was a nurse with her when they walked in, and the 
machines were pulsing and beeping. The line on the monitor 
traveled in a single straight line, and they all knew that that was her 
final condemnation. But she looked peaceful as she lay sleeping 
there. Her eyes were closed, her hair was clean, her hands lay at her 
sides, as George reached out and took one. He brought it to his lips 
and kissed her fingers. 


“T love you, Phyllis ... I always, always will ... and one day we'll 
be together again.” The doctor and Ollie turned away, the son with 
tears flowing down his cheeks, wishing that everything could be 
different, that she could live a long, long time, that nothing had 
changed, that she would have lived to see Sam grow up and have 
children of his own. “Sleep peacefully, my darling,” George 
whispered for the last time, and then he looked up expectantly at 
the doctor. He continued to hold her hand, and the machines were 


turned off. And quietly, peacefully, with her husband holding her 
hand in death as he had in life, Phyllis Watson stopped breathing. 


For a long moment, George closed his eyes, and then he bent to 
kiss her, laid her hand down, touched her cheek for a lingering 
moment, and looked at her for a long, long time, imprinting that 
last look on his heart forever. And then he walked outside blinded 
by tears. Forty-seven years of the life they shared, the love that had 
bonded them as one for most of their lives, had ended. But there 
was something beautiful about the way it had been done, because of 
the people they had been. Even the doctor was touched, as he left 
them to sign the papers. Oliver made him sit down on a chair in the 
hall, and then he drove him home again. He stayed with his father 
till noon, and then went home briefly to begin making the 
arrangements. 


The children were waiting for him there, and Mel knew instantly 
that something had happened. Her father looked disheveled and 
exhausted, and Aggie's story had never rung true to her. “What 
happened, Dad?” 


Tears filled his eyes. “Grandma just died, sweetheart. And it was 
very sad, and kind of beautiful at the same time. It's going to be 
very hard on Grandpa.” Mel started to cry, and a moment later, 
sensing something, Sam joined them. Ollie told him and he cried 
too. He was going to miss her so much. 


“Can we go see Grandpa?” 


“In a while. I have some things to do first.” There was the funeral 
to arrange, the final details at the hospital to wind up. And that 
afternoon, he decided to send them home on the train with Agnes. 
He called Daphne before he did, and asked her to drop in on them 
at the apartment. She told him how sorry she was. It didn't seem fair 
that all of this should be happening to him, she said, and he was 
touched and grateful. 

He called Benjamin, too, and told him the news, and suggested he 
look in on his grandfather when he could. He told him he'd let him 
know when the funeral was. He thought it might be Wednesday. 


And then he went back to his father's home and Ollie was relieved 
to see that Mrs. Porter, their faithful neighbor, was there, taking 
care of his father. She was quiet and polite and kind to him, and she 
was very sweet. Finally when he returned home, alone and 
exhausted, Sarah called him. She told him how sorry she was, and 
apologized in advance for not coming to the funeral, she had exams. 


“Tll explain it to Dad.” 
“Tell him how sorry I am.” She herself was crying. 


“Thanks, Sarah.” And for once he felt nothing for her. All he could 
think of was his father's face as he had held his mother's hand, the 
look of love and gentleness he cast on her. It was what he wanted in 
his life, too, and he hoped that one day he would find it. But he 
knew now that it wouldn't be with Sarah. 


He went back to his father's house in the morning, and by then, 
all the arrangements were made. The kids came back out on 
Tuesday night, and the funeral was Wednesday. It was a sweet, 
simple affair, with the music his mother had loved, and armfuls of 
lovely flowers from her own garden. And then, as they lowered the 
casket slowly into the ground, and left her there, he took his father 
home, to live alone, to face his grief, to end his days without the 
woman he had cherished. 


Chapter 13 


It was June before they all caught their breath again. School let out, 
and they moved back to the country for the summer. George came 
to visit them from time to time, and he seemed tired and much 
older. And it was obvious that he was desperately lonely, more so 
than he had been when Phyllis was at the rest home. At least then 
he could visit her, but all he could do now was talk about her to his 
family and friends. 


Ollie was commuting again, a decision he had made for the 
summer. And it made him doubly glad now that he had taken the 
New York apartment. It was just as difficult going home late to the 
kids at night, but it didn't seem quite as bad in the summer. They 
swam in the pool when he got home, and the kids went to bed later 
than they did in the winter. 


They celebrated the Fourth of July with a few friends and a 
barbecue, and in two weeks, Mel and Sam were joining Sarah for 
the rest of the summer. She was taking them to France, to travel 
there for a month with Jean-Pierre. She had called to tell him that, 
and he decided to let her. The kids were old enough to understand. 
Mel was sixteen and Sam almost ten, and they were excited about 
going. 

George even came to the barbecue, and brought Margaret Porter, 
the pleasant neighbor they had all met before. She was an attractive 
woman with gray hair and a lively mind. She had been a nurse in 
her youth, and her late husband had been a doctor, and she seemed 
to take good care of Ollie's father. She made a point of seeing that 
he sat down when he should, without making an issue of it, brought 


him his food, and joked amiably with him and their friends and 
George seemed to like it. He talked about Phyllis a lot, and Ollie 
knew he still felt guilty about the accident that had ultimately killed 
her. But he seemed to be recovering. They all were, in their own 
way, from the blows of the past year. Even Ollie felt more himself 
now. He had filed for divorce in June, and at Daphne's constant 
urging, he had gone on a date, which had proven to be a disaster. 
He had gone out with a creative type from another agency, and 
afterward insisted the girl was a kook. She had wanted him to try 
cocaine, and her favorite sport was women's wrestling. Daphne had 
teased him about it a lot, but at least it was a beginning. 


Benjamin and Sandra also came to the barbecue, and by then she 
was seven months pregnant. Ollie felt sorry for her, she wasn't 
bright, and her childish face looked ridiculous on the huge body. 
She talked about the baby a lot, and for a moment Ollie was 
terrified, wondering if they were going to get married too. But when 
he asked, Benjamin said they had no plans for that yet. He thought 
they were both too young. 


Mel tried to talk to her several times, but she seemed to have 
nothing to say, and Mel finally gave up, and went back to chatting 
with her friends. Daphne had come out, too, and she and Margaret 
Porter spent a lot of time at the poolside talking. 


“T had a lovely time,” Daphne told Ollie before she left. “A real 
old-fashioned Fourth of July, with good friends. You can't ask for 
more than that in life.” She smiled happily and he laughed, 
remembering bygone days. 


“T could. But I guess I won't. Another date like the one I had, and 
it might kill me.” They both laughed, remembering the lady 
wrestling fan. 


“Your father seems to be doing all right, and I like his friend. 
She's a very interesting woman. She and her husband traveled a lot 
in the Far East, and they set up a clinic for two years in Kenya.” 

“She seems to be good for Dad. That's something at least. I just 
wish Benjamin would sort himself out. That girl is sweet, but she'll 


destroy his life, if he lets her.” 


“Give him a chance. He's trying to do the right thing. He just 
doesn't know what that is yet.” 


“It's hard to imagine him with a kid of his own. He's still a child 
himself, and she looks like she's fourteen years old. And God, Daph, 
she's so pathetically stupid.” 


“She's just out of her element here, and you have to admit, she's 
at a hell of a disadvantage. She knows what you all think of her, 
what Benjamin has given up to be with her. That's a hell of a burden 
for her.” 


Ollie smiled at his friend ruefully. “Speaking of which, she looks 
like she's having triplets.” 


“Don't be unkind,” she scolded. 

“Why not? She's ruining my son's life.” 
“Maybe not. Maybe the baby will be terrific.” 
“T'd still like her to give it up.” 


Daphne shook her head, she had talked to both of them, and she 
knew better. “I don't think Benjamin would let her. He's too much 
like you, too moral, too decent, too anxious to stand up for what he 
believes in and do the right thing for everyone. He's a great kid. 
Everything'll be all right.” 


“What makes you so sure?” 


“He's your kid, isn't he?” And then she had gone back to New 
York, and the others had left shortly after. And Ollie had helped 
Agnes clean up, and in spite of himself, as he lay alone by the pool 
late that night, he found himself thinking of Sarah, wondering what 
she was doing then. The Fourth of July had always been special to 
them. And they would have been married nineteen years that 
summer. It made him think of other things as well ... his parents ... 
and his father ... and Margaret Porter. He wondered if his father 
was interested in her, or just grateful for her help, and happy to 
have someone to talk to. Maybe a little of both. It was odd to think 
of his father interested in anyone, except his late wife. 


It was funny how they all had someone now ... Sarah had Jean- 
Pierre, his father had Margaret for whatever it was worth, and even 
his son had the girl who was carrying his baby. And Oliver was 
alone, waiting for someone to walk into his life and make it whole 
again. He wondered if it would ever happen. 


“Dad?” It was Mel, whispering in the dark, looking for him. “Are 
you out there?” 


“T'm at the pool. What's up?” 


“T just wondered if you were okay.” She wandered over and sat 
down next to him. 


“T'm fine, sweetheart.” He touched the long blond hair and smiled. 
She was a sweet girl, and things were good between them again. She 
seemed to have settled down a lot since their move to New York, 
and she was closer to him again. Closer than she was to Sarah. “It 
was nice today, wasn't it?” 


“Yes, it was.” And then, echoing his own thoughts, “What do you 
think of Grandpa's friend?” 

“Margaret? I like her.” 

“Do you think he'll marry her?” Mel seemed intrigued and Ollie 
smiled at her. 

“T doubt it. He loved Grandma too much for that. You don't find 
that more than once in a lifetime.” 


“T just wondered.” And then, with fresh concern, “Do you think 
Mom will marry Jean-Pierre? ... he's so young for her ...”Although 
she would never have said that to her mother. 


“T don't think so, sweetheart. I think she's just having fun.” 
Melissa nodded, relieved. “God, isn't poor Sandra awful?” 


He nodded his agreement, suddenly amused that they were 
dissecting everyone after the guests left, the way married couples 
did. It made him feel less lonely. “It drives me crazy to see Benjamin 
wasting his life with her, working as a busboy to support her.” 


“What'll they do with the baby?” 


“God knows. I think they should give it up, but Benjamin insists 
they want it. And then what? I'll be damned if I'll let them get 
married.” 


“T don't really think he wants to. He's just trying to be nice to her. 
But he looks pretty bored with her too. And she kept looking at the 
other guys who came by. I don't think she knows what she wants. 
God, Daddy ... imagine being seventeen and having a baby!” 


“Keep that in mind, my dear, if the call of the wild ever strikes!” 
He wagged a finger at her and she laughed, blushing in the 
darkness. 


“Don't worry. I'm not that stupid.” He wasn't quite sure what that 
meant. If it meant she would never do it, or if she did, she would be 
more careful. He made a mental note to himself to have Daphne talk 
to her on the subject, before she went to France for the summer. 


“Ts Sam asleep?” 
“Out like a light.” 


“Maybe we should go to bed too.” He stood up and stretched and 
they walked slowly inside holding hands. It had been a beautiful 
day, sunny and hot, and now the night was cool. It was exactly the 
way he liked it. 


He kissed her good night outside her room, and lay in his own 
bed that night, thinking of what the last year had been like. How 
much had changed, how different they all were. Only a year before, 
on the Fcurth of July, everything had been so different. Sarah had 
been there, his mother ... Benjamin still seemed like a child. They 
had all grown up that year, or some of them anyway. He didn't 
know about Sarah. He suspected that she was still groping. But he 
felt as though he had found his feet at last, and as he drifted off to 
sleep, he found himself wondering again about his father and 
Margaret Porter. 


Chapter 14 


In July, Mel and Sam left for Europe with Sarah and her French 
friend, and Oliver moved back to the apartment in New York. There 
was no point commuting every night now with the kids gone. It was 
easier for him to stay late at work, and then go back to 84th Street. 
He and Daphne spent a lot of time working together, and they had a 
standing spaghetti date now on Monday and Friday nights. She was 
with her friend the other three weekday nights, and now and then 
she would talk to Ollie about him. “Why do you do that to 
yourself?” he scolded more than once. “At your age, you should get 
married and be with someone who can give you more than three 
nights a week. Daph, you deserve it.” 


She always shrugged and laughed. She was happy as things were. 
He was a wonderful man, she said, and she didn't want more than 
that. He was intelligent and kind and generous to her, and she loved 
him. And without children, marriage didn't seem quite as important 
to her. 


“You'll be sorry one day.” 


But she didn't agree with him. What she had was right for her, 
even though she missed him when she wasn't with him. “I don't 
think so, Ollie.” He admitted to her how lonely it was being alone, 
without the kids. He missed having someone to talk to at night, and 
the companionship he had known for nearly twenty years with 
Sarah. 

He only went out to Purchase now to visit Benjamin and his 
father. Sandra was getting bigger by the hour. And for the first time 
in his life, Benjamin looked pale to him. He never got out in the sun 


anymore. He was always working. He had two jobs now. One 
pumping gas, and the other at night as a busboy. He was trying to 
save enough money to get her decent maternity care, pay for the 
apartment they shared, and have enough on hand to support their 
baby. And when he had offered to help them, Benjamin had refused 
it. 


“It's my responsibility now, Dad. Not yours.” 


“This is ridiculous. You're a child. You should be in school, being 
supported and getting an education.” But he was learning other 
things, about how tough life was when you were eighteen, and had 
a family to support and hadn't even finished high school. Sandra 
had had to stop work finally, her ankles were swollen to the size of 
melons, and the doctor was afraid she was becoming toxemic. 
Benjamin went home at lunch-time to prepare her meals, and she 
would lie on the couch and watch TV, while he cooked, complaining 
all the while that she never saw him anymore. He came home at 
night as early as he could, but he usually worked till two o'clock in 
the morning. And just thinking about it drove Oliver wild. He kept 
trying to give him money to ease his burdens, and finally he found a 
simpler solution. He gave it to Sandra, and she was always happy to 
take whatever he gave. He urged them to go to the house and at 
least use the pool, but Sandra didn't want to go anywhere, and 
Benjamin didn't have time. He was too busy working. 


He was not unlike his mother, Oliver thought to himself one day, 
after writing a $500 check to Sandra and telling her to buy 
whatever she needed for the baby. Sarah hadn't taken a penny from 
him either since she left. She was supporting herself on the money 
her grandmother had left, and she insisted it wasn't right for Ollie to 
support her. Things were tight for her, and the children reported 
constantly about things they couldn't do when they visited her, 
because “Mom couldn't afford it,” but that was the lifestyle Sarah 
had always wanted. The life that he had provided for her didn't 
matter to her anymore. She had given mountains of clothes to Mel, 
and left the rest at the house in Purchase. She lived in blue jeans 
and T-shirts and sandals. And she and Jean-Pierre were proud of the 


fact that they were traveling through Europe on a shoestring. He 
had had several postcards from the kids since they left, but they 
never called, and he was never quite sure where they were. It made 
him nervous from time to time, but Sarah had only said that they 
would stay with relatives of Jean-Pierre's in France, and youth 
hostels in the other countries where they traveled. It was certainly 
going to be a different experience for them, but it might be good for 
them too. And he trusted her to take good care of them. She was 
their mother, after all, and he had always trusted her. But now, with 
all of them gone, he was stunned at how much he missed them. It 
was almost a physical pain when he went home at night to the 
empty apartment. He had given Aggie the summer off, and hired a 
weekly cleaning service to take care of the apartment. The house in 
Purchase was closed, and the dog was staying with his father. It was 
company for him at least. And when Oliver took the train up to see 
him one Sunday afternoon, he was touched to find his father 
lovingly tending his late wife's garden. He had always hated 
gardening, but now it was vital to him to maintain the roses that 
had meant so much to her. 


“Are you doing all right, Dad?” 


“I'm fine. It's awfully quiet here, especially with you and the 
children gone. Margaret and I go out to dinner from time to time, 
but I have a lot of work to do, to get your mother's estate in order.” 
The tax work he had to do for probate seemed to keep him busy, 
and she had had some stocks that he wanted to transfer now to 
Ollie's children. 


Ollie felt sad after he'd spent the afternoon with him, and he went 
back on the train that night feeling pensive. His car was in the shop, 
and it was odd riding home on the train instead of driving. He took 
a seat in the parlor car, and picked up the book he had brought with 
him, and it was several stops before the seat next to him was 
occupied. He glanced up and saw a young woman with long dark 
hair and a deep tan slide into place beside him. 


“Sorry,” she apologized, as she bumped him with her bag. She 
seemed to have assorted weekend equipment with her, and a tennis 


racket strapped to an overnight bag poked him in the leg repeatedly 
until she moved it. “Sorry about all this stuff.” He nodded and 
assured her it was all right, and went back to his book, as she pulled 
out what looked like a manuscript and began to make notations. 
And more than once he sensed her watching him, until finally he 
looked up and smiled, and realized that she was very attractive. She 
had blue eyes, and a smattering of freckles on a face that couldn't 
have been more than twenty-five or six years old. Her hair was 
pulled back, and she wore no makeup. 


“How do you like the book?” she asked once as they pulled into 
another station. 


“Not bad.” It was the hit of the summer, and he liked it, although 
he usually preferred not to read fiction. But Daphne had given it to 
him and insisted that he would enjoy it. “Is that your manuscript 
you're working on?” He was curious about her, and she laughed, 
shaking her head, and for an instant she seemed a little older. She 
was actually thirty years old, but her natural good looks reminded 
him of some of Mel's friends. She had a deep, friendly voice, and 
intelligent eyes, as she explained what she was reading and why. 


“T'm an editor, and we published the book you're reading. That's 
why I asked if you like it. Do you live out here?” She was curious 
about him, but she seemed interested in everyone. She was open 
and easy, and he noticed in her summer dress that she had very 
pretty arms and shoulders. 


“T used to live out here. I live in the city now. Most of the time 
anyway.” 

Ah, she decided for herself. A weekend father. “Visiting your 
kids?” 

He shook his head, amused by her straightforward questions. “No. 
My father.” 


“Me too.” She smiled. “He and his wife just had a baby.” She 
explained that he was sixty-three years old, and married for the 
third time. Her mother had remarried too, and was living in London. 


“Sounds like an interesting family.” 


“It is.” She grinned. “His wife is four years younger than I am. 
Daddy's never been one to waste time.” She didn't tell him that her 
mother was married to Lord Bronson, and the talk of Europe with 
their castles and country homes, and glamorous parties. She had 
wanted to get away from all that, and had gone to work in New 
York, like the rest of the world. She had no great fondness for the 
jet-set life of her parents. “And what do you do?” 


He suddenly laughed at her. She was a funny girl. Funny and 
open and nice and extremely attractive. “I'm in advertising.” She 
wondered then if he was married, but she didn't ask him. 


“So's my dad.” She seemed amused. “Robert Town-send, maybe 
you know him.” 


So that was who she was. Townsend was one of the most 
important men in the business. “I've met him. I can't say I really 
know him.” And then, he decided to introduce himself to her. “I'm 
Oliver Watson.” 


She shook his hand with a firm grip of her own. “Megan 
Townsend.” She put her manuscript away then, and they chatted the 
rest of the way in. He liked talking to her, and he forgot about his 
book, and offered her a ride home when they arrived at Grand 
Central Station in New York. 


She lived on Park and 69th, only fifteen blocks from his 
apartment, and after he dropped her off, he stopped the cab and 
decided to walk home. It was a warm night, and he liked being in 
New York during the summer. The city was almost deserted, except 
for a few real devotees, the hardworking stiffs like himself, and a 
handful of tourists. 


The phone was ringing when he got home, and he assumed it was 
Daphne. No one else ever called, now that the children were gone, 
except occasionally his father. But he was startled when he heard 
the voice of the woman he had just dropped off. It was Megan 
Townsend. 


“Hi there, I just had a thought. Want to come back for a drink and 
a salad? I'm not much of a cook, but I can manage that. I just 


thought ...” She sounded suddenly unsure, and it crossed her mind 
that he might be married. At his age, most men were, but she 
figured that if she was barking up the wrong tree, he would tell her. 
He had looked like a pretty straightforward guy. 


“That would be very nice.” It was a new experience for him, being 
picked up by a woman, and invited over for dinner on a Sunday 
night. It hadn't even occurred to him to ask for her number, and he 
realized then that Daphne was right. He was desperately out of 
practice. “Can I bring anything?” 


“T'm all set. Say eight o'clock?” 
“That's great,” and then, “I'm glad you called.” 


? 


“It's not exactly the thing to do, I guess,” she laughed into the 
phone, seeming perfectly at ease with what she had done, and he 
wondered if she did it often, “but life's too short. I liked talking to 
you on the train.” 


“So did I.” 


And then she decided to ask him before wasting too much time. 
Married men weren't her thing, although for an occasional dinner 
she didn't mind. “By the way, are you married?” 


“T ...” He didn't quite know how to answer her. He was, but not in 
any way that counted anymore, and he decided to tell her the truth. 
“Tam ... but I've been separated for seven months.” 


His answer seemed satisfactory to her. “I figured you were out 
visiting your kids today when I first saw you.” 


“They're in Europe for the summer, two of them anyway. The 
other one is in Port Chester, working.” But he didn't tell her that 
Benjamin was eighteen and living with a fellow dropout while they 
waited for the birth of their baby. 

“See you at eight.” She hung up with a smile, pleased with what 
she'd done, and Oliver looked pleased too, as he strolled back down 
Park Avenue half an hour later. 


Her apartment was on the top floor, with a very pretty penthouse 
garden. It was in a small, exclusive building and Oliver suspected 


correctly that it was a co-op. This was no ordinary working girl, and 
he knew that Robert Townsend was not only a major advertising 
success, but he was also from a very prominent family in Boston. 
And Megan's breeding was stamped all over her, from her hair to 
her shoes, to her well- bred voice, to the expensive white silk shirt 
she'd put on with a pair of jeans to greet him. Her hair was hanging 
loose, and he loved the way it flowed down her back and over her 
shoulders. She wasn't just pretty, he realized now, she was beautiful, 
and very striking. She had put some makeup on, and she escorted 
him into the airy living room, which was all done in white and 
chrome, with a black-and-white marble floor, and two zebra rugs 
tossed casually under an enormous glass table. There was one 
mirrored wall to reflect the view, and the glass table in the tiny 
dining room was set for two. And somehow, even though she wore 
only jeans and a silk shirt, she had an aura of great sophistication. 


“This is quite a place!” He marveled at the view, and she led him 
out onto the terrace as she handed him a gin and tonic. 


“It's my only case of excessive indulgence.” Her father had wanted 
to buy her a town house for her thirtieth birthday, earlier that year, 
but she had steadfastly refused it. She loved the place she had, and 
it was big enough, and Oliver certainly understood why she liked it. 
“T spend an awful lot of time here. I spend most of my weekends 
here, buried in manuscripts.” She laughed easily and he smiled. 


“T can think of worse fates.” And then he decided to play her 
game. There was a great deal he suddenly wanted to know about 
Megan Townsend. “What about you? Married? Divorced? The 
mother of twelve?” although that at least seemed more than 
unlikely. Everything about her screamed that she was 
unencumbered and single. 


“Never married. No kids. No cats, dogs, or birds. 


And no currently married lovers.” They both laughed, and he 
grinned ruefully. 


“T guess that leaves me out.” 


“Are you going back to your wife?” she inquired, as they sat on 
two white Brown Jordan deck chairs outside. 


“No, I'm not.” He met her eyes squarely, but he didn't tell her that 
until recently, he would have liked to. “Our lives have gone in very 
separate directions. She's a graduate student at Harvard now, and an 
aspiring writer.” 

“That sounds admirable.” 


“Not really.” There was still a trace of bitterness in his voice, 
whenever he talked about Sarah to strangers. “She walked out on 
me and three children to get there.” 


“Sounds like heavy stuff.” 
“It was.” 


“And still is?” She was quick, and she seemed anxious to get to 
know him. 


“Sometimes. But better lately. You can't hang on to anger 
forever,” he smiled sadly, “although I tried to for a long time. She 
kept insisting she was coming back, but I think that charade is 
finally behind us. And the kids are adjusting ... so am I....”He 
smiled at her, and then suddenly laughed at himself. “Although, I 
have to admit to you, this is the first 'date' I've had in twenty years. 
You may find my dating manners a little rusty.” 


“You haven't been out with anyone since she left?” Megan was 
impressed. The woman who'd left him must have been quite 
something. She'd never been without a man in her life for more than 
a month, and she was sure she didn't want to be. Her last lover had 
departed only three weeks before, after a comfortable six months, 
commuting between her penthouse and his Fifth Avenue town 
house. She moved with a racy crowd, but something about Oliver 
had intrigued her, his looks, his charm, and something that had 
suggested to her that he was very lonely. “Are you serious?” 


And then suddenly he remembered the lady wrestling fan, and 
laughed again. “No, I lied ... I had a date a couple of months ago, 
and it was a disaster. It almost cured me.” 


“Good Lord, Oliver,” she laughed and set down the remains of her 
gin and tonic, “You're practically a virgin.” 

“You might say that.” He laughed and for a moment, wondered if 
he had gotten in over his head this time. He hadn't made love to a 
woman in seven months, and suddenly he wondered what would 
happen if he tried. Maybe it wouldn't even work. For seven months, 
he hadn't wanted anyone but Sarah. And he hadn't slept with 
anyone else in twenty years before that. He had never cheated on 
his wife, and this girl seemed somehow as though she was used to 
getting any man she wanted. Suddenly a little boy in him wanted to 
run home as fast as he could, and he felt like Sam as he stood up 
and went to admire the view again, while she went back inside to 
finish putting together the promised salad. 


“T warn you, I can't cook. Caesar salad and carpaccio are the full 
limit of my skills. After that, it's strictly pizza and Chinese takeout.” 


“T can hardly wait. I like them all.” And he liked her, too, 
although she frightened him a little bit. 


They sat down to dinner in the dining room, and talked about her 
work, and his, and he began to feel more at ease again, and then 
eventually she asked about his children, and he tried to describe 
them to her. 


“They were all pretty hard hit when their mother left, and I was 
too. But I think they're coming out of it now.” All except Benjamin 
and the disaster he had created for himself with Sandra. 


“And what about you? How do you feel now?” She seemed a little 
mellower after some good French white wine, and he had relaxed 
too. It was easier to talk to her now, as they mused about life over 
their simple dinner. 


“T don't know. I don't think about it much anymore. I just keep 
busy with my work and the kids. I haven't thought about how I feel 
in a while. Maybe that's a good sign.” 


“Do you still miss her?” 


“Sure. But after twenty-two years, I'd be crazy not to. We were 
married for eighteen years, and dated for four years before that. 
That's a long time in anyone's life. In my case, it's half a lifetime.” 


“You're forty-four?” She smiled, and he nodded. “I figured you for 
about thirty-nine.” 


“T figured you for twenty-five.” 
“T'm thirty.” They both laughed. 


“And how does that feel? As terrifying as they say? Sarah hated 
turning thirty, she felt as though her whole life was behind her. But 
that was nothing compared to thirty-nine ... and forty ... and forty- 
one.... I think that's what got to her finally. She was panicked that 
she would never accomplish anything before she got really old, so 
she ran. The dumb thing was that she had accomplished a lot, or at 
least I thought so anyway, but she didn't.” 


“T'm not hung up about those things, but I guess that's because I'm 
not married and bogged down by kids. I've done exactly what I've 
wanted to do all my life. I guess you could say I was spoiled rotten.” 
She said it with a look of glee, and he laughed, suspecting she was 
right, as he glanced around the expensively appointed apartment. 


“What's important to you? I mean, what do you really care 
about?” 


Myself, she almost said out loud, and then decided to be a little 
less honest. “My work, I guess. My freedom. Having my own life to 
do exactly as I please with. I don't share well, and I don't do well 
with having to live up to other people's expectations. We all play by 
pur own rules, and I like mine. I don't see why one has to do 
anything, get married, have kids, conform to certain rules. I do it 
my way, and I like that.” 


“You are spoiled,” he said matter-of-factly, but for the moment, he 
wasn't sure that he minded. 

“My mother always told me not to play by anyone else's rules, and 
I never have. I always seem to be able to look beyond that. 
Sometimes it's a strength, and sometimes it's a terrible weakness. 


And sometimes it's a handicap because I don't understand why 
people complicate life so much. You have to do what you want to 
do in life, that's the only thing that matters.” 


“And if you hurt people in the process?” She was treading on 
sensitive ground, but she was also smart enough to know it. 


“Sometimes that's the price you pay. You have to live with that, 
but you have to live with yourself, too, and sometimes that's more 
important.” 


“T think that's how Sarah felt. But I don't agree with that. 
Sometimes you owe other people more than you owe yourself, and 
you just have to tough it out and do what's right for them, even if it 
costs you.” It was the basic difference between him and his wife, 
and possibly the difference between him and Megan. 


“The only person I owe anything to is me, and that's how I like it 
for now. That's why I don't have kids, and I'm not compelled to be 
married, although I'm thirty. I think that's what we're really talking 
about. In a sense, I do agree with you. If you have kids, you owe a 
lot to them, and not just to yourself. And if you don't want to live up 
to them, you shouldn't have them. I don't want all that 
responsibility, which is why I don't have them. But your wife did. I 
suppose the basic mistake she made was marrying you and having 
children in the first place.” She was more astute than she knew, and 
she had hit Sarah's philosophies bluntly on the head, much to 
Oliver's amazement. 


“That was my fault, I guess. I talked her into all of it. And then ... 
twenty years later, she reverted to what she had been when we met 
... and bolted....” 


“You can't blame yourself for that. It was her responsibility too. 
You didn't force her to marry you at gunpoint. You were doing what 
you believed in, for you. You can't be responsible in life for other 
people's behavior.” She was a totally independent woman, attached 
to no one and nothing, but at least she was honest about it. 


“What does your family think about the way you live?” He was 
curious about that, too, and for a moment, she looked pensive. 


“Oh, I suppose it annoys them. But they've given up on me. My 
father keeps getting married and having kids. He had two with my 
mother, four with his second wife, and he's just had his seventh 
child. My mother just gets married, but forgets to have kids, which 
is fortunate, because she really doesn't like them. She's sort of an 
Auntie Mame. My sister and I spent most of our lives in expensive 
boarding schools, from the time we were seven. They would have 
sent us sooner if they could, but the schools wouldn't take us.” 


“How awful.” Oliver looked horrified. He couldn't even imagine 
sending his children away. At seven, Sam had still been a baby. “Did 
it affect you?” But he realized, as soon as he had said it, that it was 
a stupid question. There were obviously reasons why she was 
attached to nothing and no one now. 


“T suppose it did. I'm not very good at forming what the English 
call 'lasting attachments.’ People come and go. They always have in 
my life, and I'm used to it ... with a few exceptions. “She looked 
suddenly sad, and began to clear the table. 


“Are you and your sister close?” 


She stopped and looked at him oddly. “We were. Very close. She 
was the only person I could ever count on. We were identical twins, 
if you can imagine that. Double trouble, as it were. Except that she 
was everything I wasn't. Good, kind, well-behaved, decent, polite, 
she played everything by the rules, and believed anything anyone 
told her. She fell in love with a married man at twenty-one. And 
committed suicide when he wouldn't leave his wife.” Everything had 
changed for Megan after that, and Oliver could see it in her eyes as 
she told the story. 


“T'm sorry.” 

“So am I. I've never had another friend like her. It was like losing 
half of myself. The better half. She was all the good things, all the 
sweet things I never was and never would be.” 

“You're too hard on yourself.” He spoke to her very softly, and his 
kindness only made it more painful. 


“Not really. I'm honest. If it had been me, I'd have killed the son 
of a bitch, or shot his wife. I wouldn't have killed myself.” And then, 
with a look of anguish, “When they did the autopsy, they found out 
she was four months pregnant. She never told me. I was here in 
school. She was staying in London with my mother.” She looked at 
him with hardened eyes. “Would you like coffee?” 


“Yes, please.” It was an amazing tale. It was incredible to realize 
the things that happened in people's lives, the tragedies, the pain, 
the miracles, the moments that changed a lifetime. He suspected 
that Megan had been very different before her sister died, but he 
would never know that. 


He followed her out to the kitchen, and she looked up at him with 
a warm smile. “You're a nice man, Oliver Watson. I don't usually tell 
people the story of my life, certainly not the first time I meet them.” 


“T'm honored that you did.” It explained a lot about her. 


They went back out to the terrace to drink the pungent brew she 
extracted from the espresso machine, and she sat very close to him 
as they looked at the view. And he sensed that she wanted 
something from him, but something that he wasn't ready to give her. 
It was too soon for him, and he was still afraid of what it would be 
like to reach out to a woman who wasn't Sarah. 


“Would you like to have lunch sometime this week?” 


“T'd like that very much.” She smiled. He was so sweet and 
innocent, and yet so strong and so decent and so kind. He was 
everything she had always feared and never wanted. “Would you 
like to spend the night with me here?” It was a blunt question and 
the question took him by surprise as he set his cup down. He looked 
over at her with a smile that made him look handsome and boyish 
at the same time. 


“If I say no, will you understand that it's not a rejection? I don't 
like rushing into things. You deserve more than that. We both do.” 


“T don't want anything more than that.” She was honest with him. 
It was one of her few virtues. 


“I do. And so should you. We spend the night, we have some fun, 
we wander off, so what? What has it given us? Even if we only 
spend one night together, it would be nicer for both of us if it meant 
something.” 


“Don't put too much weight on all that.” 


“Would it be simpler to say I'm not ready? Or does that make me 
sound like a loser?” 


“Remember what I said, Oliver? You have to play by your own 
rules. Those are yours. I have mine. I'll settle for lunch, if you're not 
too shocked at being propositioned.” 


He laughed, feeling more comfortable again. Any- thing seemed 
acceptable to her, she was flexible and undemanding, and so sexy, 
he wanted to kick himself for not taking her up on her offer then 
and there before she could change her mind. 


“T'll call you tomorrow.” He stood up. It was time to go. Before he 
did something he would regret later, even if she didn't. “Thank you 
for a wonderful dinner.” 


“Anytime.” She watched him closely as they walked to the door, 
and then looked into his eyes with something few men saw. 
Although she had bedded down with many, there were few who 
knew her. “Oliver ... thank you ... for everything. ...” 


“T didn't do anything, except eat and talk, and enjoy being with 
you. You don't need to thank me.” 


“Thank you for being who you are ... even if you never call me.” 
She was used to that, usually after a night of unbound passion. As 
she had said to him, people came and went in her life. She was used 
to it. But if he didn't call her, she would somehow miss him. 


“T'll call you.” And with that, he bent, and took her in his arms 
and kissed her. She was the first woman he had kissed since his wife 
had left, and her mouth was inviting and warm, and her body strong 
and appealing. He wanted to make love to her more than anything, 
but he also knew he had to go. He wanted to think about this. She 
was too powerful a woman to be taken lightly. 


“Good night,” she whispered as the elevator came, and he smiled 
as he looked her straight in the eye as the doors closed. She stood 
there for a long time, and then she walked slowly back into her 
apartment and closed the door. She went back to the terrace, and 
sat down, thinking about him ... and the sister she hadn't talked 
about in years. And without knowing why, or for which of them, she 
began to cry softly. 


Chapter 15 


He called her, as promised, first thing the next morning, and invited 
her to lunch at the Four Seasons that day. He had lain in bed 
thinking about her for hours the night before, and hating himself for 
not staying and making love to her. He had had everything in the 
world handed to him on a silver platter, and he had run away. He 
felt like a total fool, and he was sure that Megan shared his opinion. 


They met at the Four Seasons at noon, and she was wearing a 
bright red silk dress and high-heeled black patent leather sandals, 
and he thought she was the sexiest woman he had ever seen. It 
made him feel like an even bigger fool about the night before, and 
he told her as much as they settled down at their table. The fountain 
in the middle of the room was issuing a delicate spray, and there 
were people everywhere from his business and her own. It was 
hardly a discreet place for them to meet, but neither of them had 
any reason to keep secrets. 


She told him about the new book she was interested in 
publishing, and he explained to her at length about one of their new 
clients. And it was three o'clock before they looked around and 
realized that they were the only people left in the room. Megan 
laughed and Oliver looked faintly embarrassed. 


“How about dinner tomorrow night?” he asked as they left. 
“Can you cook?” 


“No.” He laughed. “But I can fake it. What would you like? Pizza? 
Chinese? Pastrami sandwich? Cheeseburger from Hamburger 
Heaven?” 


She laughed at him. “Why don't I pick up some things at my 
favorite deli and we can make a mess of it together?” 


“Sounds great.” He loved the idea, the coziness of it, and most of 
all the prospect of seeing her again. 


“Do you like moussaka?” 


“T love it.” But he was a lot more interested in her than the meal, 
and he kissed her lightly on the cheek as he put her in a cab and 
walked back to his office. 


“New client?” Daphne asked him at four o'clock when she 
dropped by his office with some storyboards to show him. 


“Who?” 


“That knockout I saw you with at lunch.” She grinned happily at 
him across his desk and he blushed and pretended to concentrate on 
the storyboards for the commercial. 


“What are you doing? Spying on me?” 

“Do I smell spring in the air? Or is that her perfume?” 

“Mind your own business. It's probably Raid. I found a cockroach 
under my desk this morning.” 

“A likely story. Even the plastic plants can't breathe in this place, 
let alone a nice healthy cockroach. She's gorgeous. Who is she?” 

“Just a girl I met the other day.” 


“Very nice. Serious?” She was like a sister to him, and he loved 
her for it. 

“Not yet. And probably never. She's one of those great 
independent women like my ex-wife, she believes in careers and 
freedom and not getting too attached to anyone.” But it was the first 
time he had called Sarah that, and that in itself was a step in the 
right direction. 

“She sounds like big trouble. Just have a good time before she 
breaks your heart.” 

“I'm getting there.” 

“Congratulations.” 


“Thank you. Now, do you mind if we get back to work, or would 
you rather play advice to the lovelorn?” 


“Don't be so touchy.” But they forewent their dinner date that 
night, and they both worked late. And when he went home, he 
called Megan. She was out, but her answering machine was on. He 
left his name and just said he'd called to say hello, and reconfirmed 
their date for the following evening. 


She arrived promptly at eight, arms laden with goodies, and they 
unpacked them together in his kitchen. 


“This is a nice place,” she said politely, but it was nothing like 
hers, and it still had the impersonal feeling of someone else's 
apartment. Only the children had impressed their personalities on 
their rooms, but Ollie had done nothing much about the rest, and 
with Aggie away, there weren't even flowers. He had thought about 
it too late, after he got home, and was opening a bottle of wine for 
their dinner. 


“How was your day?” 


“Not bad. How was yours?” She looked relaxed and happy in a 
white silk skirt slit almost to her thigh, and a turquoise blouse that 
made her honey-tanned skin look even darker. 


He told her what he had done all day, and it was nice having 
someone to share it with, as they ate the moussaka at the kitchen 
table. 


“Tt must be lonely for you here, with the children gone.” 


He smiled at her, wondering if it was an invitation to go back to 
her place. “It gets a little quiet without them. But I've been working 
pretty late most nights.” And he suddenly had the feeling that he 
wouldn't be doing that for much longer. 


They talked about crazy things, polo, and baseball, her parents 
again, and her dislike of the English. He suspected that it was due to 
the man who had caused the suicide of her sister. She had strong 
opinions about everything, and when she helped him clear the 


dishes, he noticed the slit in her skirt again, and felt an irresistible 
wave of arousal. 


They sat in the living room afterward, drinking wine, and talking, 
and then suddenly, without knowing how it had happened, he found 
himself kissing her and they were lying on the couch, and he 
wanted desperately to make love to her. Her skirt was around her 
waist, her thighs bare, and as his hand passed over the satin of her 
flesh, he realized that she had worn nothing but her body beneath 
the skirt, and he groaned with desire as he felt her. His fingers 
found what he was looking for, and she moaned softly, as the years 
fell away from him and he was young again, young and in love and 
overwhelmed with passion. He pulled off her blouse, and she 
magically undid the skirt, and she lay naked and splendid beneath 
his hands, and the sight of her took his breath away she was so 
lovely. 


“My God, Megan ... my God ...” And then expertly, teasingly, 
tauntingly, she peeled his clothes from him, and they lay on the 
couch making love as he had never made love before. She did things 
to him that he had never dared dream of, and she filled him with a 
desire so powerful that he took her with force, and came like an 
earthquake inside her. And then he lay over her, feeling her body 
tremble, and then begin to writhe slowly. He couldn't believe she 
wanted more, but she guided his hands back to her, and then 
pushed his head between her legs, and his tongue caressed the 
places where she wanted him. She moaned and she cried and she 
shuddered, and in a moment he entered her again, and they lay 
making love for hours, again and again. She pulled him to the floor, 
and then he led her to his bedroom. And at last they lay spent, side 
by side, and she laughed her deep, throaty laughter, and pulled him 
to her again as he groaned. 

“Good God, woman, you're going to kill me.” 

“But what a way to die!” They both laughed, and a little while 
later, she ran a bath for him, and then they made love in the 
bathtub. It was an unforgettable night for both of them, and as the 
sun came up, they were soaking happily in the bathtub. She was 


nothing like anyone he had ever known, she was overwhelmed with 
desire, and brought the same out in him. He had never thought 
himself capable of the feats she had had him perform, but he had 
loved it. 


“Do you realize, we've been making love for ten straight hours? 
It's seven o'clock in the morning' He was astonished at what they'd 
done. Astonished, and pleased with himself and with her. It was 
nothing like his lovemaking with Sarah, and he had thought their 
love life had been perfect. 


“After seven months, don't you think you deserve it?” She smiled 
at him and he laughed. 


“T hadn't looked at it that way. Maybe we should try again.” But 
he was only joking. And she wasn't. She sat astride him in the 
bathtub as he laughed and rode him again, and much to his 
amazement, within moments he was aching for her again, and they 
rolled and splashed and cavorted like two dolphins in the bathtub, 
and then he pressed her against the side of the tub and ground 
himself into her as she moaned, out of control, begging him not to 
stop, and finally screaming as they both exploded from the depths of 
the warm, soapy water. “Oh Megan ... what you do to me! ...” His 
voice was deep and hoarse as he kissed her neck and she opened her 
eyes to look at him and stroke the blond hair that was disheveled 
from their passion. “I've never known anyone like you.” 


“It's never been like this for me before.” She had never said that 
to anyone, and she really meant it. “You're remarkable, Oliver.” 


“You're pretty terrific yourself.” He could hardly make himself get 
dressed to go to work, and once he was fully dressed again and they 
were ready to leave, she grabbed him, and began stroking him 
where he should have been exhausted, but wasn't. “I can't believe 
this ... Megan ... we're never going to get out of here....”And he was 
beginning to think they shouldn't. 

“Maybe we should both call in sick,” she whispered as she pulled 
him to the hall floor, and began to bite his neck and nibble his face, 
and taunt him as she stroked him. He took her with force again, 


more force than he knew he had and more strength than he could 
believe was left after almost twelve hours of making love to Megan 
Townsend. 


And in the end, they did exactly as she suggested. They both 
called in sick, and spent the day in bed, and on the floor, and on the 
couch, and in the bathtub. They even made love leaning against the 
wall in the kitchen, when they finally went in to reheat some 
moussaka. It was a kind of madness that had overtaken both of 
them, and that night they lay in bed and he held her close as she fed 
him chocolate chip cookies. 


“Do you think we should call a doctor?” he asked happily. 
“Maybe it's a disease ... or we've been drugged ...” 


“Maybe it's the chocolate chip cookies.” 


“Mmm ... good ... give me more ...”It was difficult to even 
imagine being apart again, or ever being able to keep their clothes 
on. And then, he suddenly wondered something he should have 
thought of the day before, and asked her if she was worried about 
getting pregnant. 


“Nope.” She looked perfectly relaxed. “I had my tubes tied nine 
years ago.” 


“At twenty-one?” He looked shocked, and then he remembered. 
That had been when her sister had died, four months pregnant. 


“T knew I never wanted kids anyway, and I wasn't going to let 
some asshole do to me what had happened to Priscilla.” 


“And you've never regretted it? What if you want children one 
day?” 

“T won't. And if I do, I can adopt them. But I doubt if I'd ever do 
that. I just don't want that kind of headache. Why? Do you want 
more kids?” 

“T used to. But Sarah never wanted more children. She had her 
tubes tied, too, when we had Sam. I always regretted it, but she 
never did.” 


“Would you want more kids now?” She didn't look worried, just 
intrigued. She couldn't imagine wanting any more children, or any 
at all, for her own sake. 


“T'm not sure. It's a little late now. But I suppose I wouldn't mind 
if it happened.” 


“Well, don't count on me.” She grinned and lay back against her 
pillows. 


And then, feeling easy and open with her, he confided in her 
about Benjamin. “My eighteen-year-old son is expecting a baby in 
September. It's a hell of a mess. He's working as a busboy and 
supporting the girl. They both dropped out of high school, when he 
could have gone to Harvard.” 


“Maybe he will one day.” But she looked suddenly sorry for Ollie. 
It was obvious how upset he was about the boy. “Will they keep the 
baby?” 

“They want to. I've done everything I could to discourage them. 
At least, thank God, they're not getting married.” He was grateful 
for Sandra's persistence on that score. 


“Maybe they'll come to their senses when they're faced with the 
reality of it. Babies are only cute in diaper ads. The rest of the time 
they're little monsters.” 


“And how many babies have you known, Miss Townsend?” 


“As few as possible, thank you very much.” She rolled over and 
got a firm grip on his favorite member, and then pulled back the 
blanket and moved down to play her tongue gently around it. 
“Personally, I prefer daddies to babies ...” 


“How lucky for me.” He smiled and closed his eyes, and then 
pulled her to him to reciprocate in kind. But that night, they finally 
fell asleep, exhausted, just after midnight. It had been a marathon 
day, and one he would never forget. The miracle of Megan 
Townsend. 


Chapter 16 


The romance blazed on through the hottest month of the year. The 
weather was torrid in August, and so was their passion. They 
alternated between his apartment and hers, and one night, even 
spent the night making love on the terrace. But fortunately, they 
were higher than the other buildings around them. 


He hardly ever had time to see Daphne anymore, but she knew 
what was going on, and she was happy for him. He had a 
perennially glazed look in his eyes, and he was constantly vague and 
absentminded, and she hoped, for his sake, that he was screwing his 
brains out. 


They had driven out to Purchase one day, so he could see 
Benjamin and his father, and he had dropped Megan off at her 
father's, and then picked her up to take her back to the city. But 
they didn't stop at the house. Somehow he didn't want to go there 
with her. It was still too full of memories of Sarah. 


But he seldom thought of her now. He was obsessed with Megan, 
and their lovemaking, and her body. And on a blazing Sunday 
afternoon, they were walking around naked in his apartment, when 
the phone rang. He couldn't imagine who it was. Probably Daphne, 
checking up on him, although she seldom called him now. She 
didn't want to disturb him. 


The crackle of long-distance wires met his ears when he picked it 
up, and then the phone went dead, and it rang again, and an 
overseas operator told him there was a collect call from San Remo. 
He could hardly hear anything, and he smiled, as Megan paraded 
before him. And for a moment, he felt sad, thinking of the 


adjustments they'd have to make. The children were due home the 
following weekend. 


“Hello?” He could hear a sound in the distance. It sounded like 
crying, but he knew it was only static. 


“Hello?” he shouted and then suddenly he heard Mel crying and 
saying over and over, “Daddy ...” 


“Melissa? Melissa! Talk to me!” The line faded on them, and then 
she came back, with an echo, but a little clearer. “What is it? What 
happened?” 


“... an accident ...” Oh God ... no... Sam ... not Sam ... please ... 
and not even Sarah ... 


“Baby, I can't hear you! Talk louder!” His eyes filled with tears as 
he waited, and Megan watched. He had totally forgotten her, in his 
desperation to understand his daughter. 


“... an accident ... killed ... Mommy ...” Oh Jesus. It was Sarah.... 


He stood up as though that would improve the connection and 
shouted into the phone as loud as he could. In Italy, it was 
midnight. “What happened to your mother?” 


“..acar... driving ... we're in San Remo ... Jean-Pierre ...” 


“Melissa, is your mother hurt?” And Megan saw in his face then 
that he still loved her, but after twenty years, she didn't blame him. 
And she stood paralyzed with fear too. It reminded her of the call 
she'd gotten almost ten years before ... from her mother ... Darling 
... oh darling ... it's Priscilla ... 


“Mom's all right. ...” The tears spilled down his cheeks as he 
heard the words. 


“Sam? What about Sam?” 


“’.. Sam broke his arm ... Daddy, it was so awful ...” And then 
she began crying again, anci he could understand nothing. But if 
Sam was alive ... he was alive, wasn't he? ... and Sarah ... and 
Melissa was on the phone ... “A car hit us ... full on ... the driver 
was killed ... and two kids ... and Jean-Pierre ... Jean-Pierre was 
killed instantly ... oh Daddy ... it was so awful ...” Oh Jesus ... poor 


man ... but at least the children were alive. His children anyway, if 
not the others. It was a terrible, selfish way to look at it, but he was 
deeply grateful. 


“Baby, are you all right? ... are you hurt?” 
“... I'm fine ...” 
“Where's Mom?” 


“At the hospital ... told me to call you ... we have to go back to 
France for the funeral ... We'll be home on Friday.” 


“But you're all right? You're sure? Was Mommy hurt?” 


“.. black eye ... all cut up ... but she's okay. ...” It was like 
playing telegraph, but they were alive, even if bruised and broken. 
And they had seen their mother's lover die, and another man, and 
two children. He shuddered at the thought of it. 


“Do you want me to come over?” 


“.. don't think so ... we're going to be staying ... with Jean- 
Pierre's parents ... going back tonight ... Mom says you have the 
number.” 


“T have it. I'll call you. And, baby ...”he began to cry as he held 
the phone in a trembling hand, “... I love you ... tell Sam I love him 
too ... and tell Mommy I'm sorry.” 


Mel was crying again, and eventually the connection got so bad, 
they had to hang up. Ollie looked badly shaken as he hung up the 
phone and stared up at Megan. He had totally forgotten her as he 
talked to his daughter. 


“Are they all right?” She was standing naked, and lovely, before 
him, as she handed him a glass of brandy. 
“T think so. We had a terrible connection. There's been an accident 


. several people were killed, from what I could understand. My 
wife's friend was killed instantly. He was driving. In San Remo.” 


“Jesus. How awful.” She sat down next to him, and took a sip of 
the brandy he hadn't touched. “Were the kids hurt?” 


“Sam broke his arm. I think Melissa's all right. Sarah got cut up, 
but I think they're all right. It must have been grim.” And then, still 
shaken, he looked at Megan. “When she started talking, I thought ... 
I thought Sam ... or maybe even Sarah ... It's a terrible thing to say 
with other people getting killed, but I'm glad it wasn't.” 


“T know.” She put an arm around him and held him close, and for 
a long time, they just sat there. They stayed at his place that night, 
in case the children called again, and for the first time in a month, 
they didn't make love at all. All he could think about were his 
children. And slowly, the shock of it brought them both back to 
their senses. Their wild idyll was going to change when the children 
came home. He couldn't stay out all night, and she couldn't stay at 
the apartment with him, and they would have to be far more 
circumspect around his children. In a way, it made them want to do 
as much as they could, while they were still alone, and in another 
way, the realization of what was coming so soon had already 
changed things. 


And by Thursday night, they were both nervous and depressed. 
They lay awake all night, making love and talking, and wishing that 
things could be different. 


“We could get married one day,” he said, only half jokingly, and 
she looked at him with mock horror. 


“Don't be silly. That's a little extreme, isn't it?” 


“Would it be?” He had never known anyone like her, and he was 
totally under her spell for the moment. 


“For me, it would. Oliver, I can't marry anyone. I'm not the type, 
and you know it.” 


“You heat up a great moussaka.” 

“Then marry the guy at the deli where they made it.” 

“He can't be as cute as you, although I've never met him.” 

“Be serious. What would I do with a husband and three children?” 


He pretended to think it over and she laughed. “I could think of a 
few things ...” 


“You don't need to be married for that, fortunately.” They had 
had a glorious month, but she was already acting as though it was 
over. “I just don't want more than this.” 


“Maybe one day you will.” 
“Tf I do, you'll be the first to know. I promise.” 
“Seriously?” 


“As serious as I can be about subjects like this. I told you before, 
marriage is not for me. And you don't need another wife to run 
shrieking out the door. You need some wonderful, smart, beautiful 
girl who's going to love you to pieces and take care of your kids, and 
give you fourteen more babies.” 


“What a thought. I think you're confusing me with your father.” 


“Not quite. But I am definitely not what the doctor ordered, 
Oliver. I know what I am, and some of it's all right, and some of it 
isn't. In my own way, I'm probably a lot like your wife, and that's 
exactly what you don't need. Be honest.” 


He wondered if she was right, and if he had found himself a 
newer, somewhat racier edition of Sarah. He had never thought of 
that, but it was possible, although the idea depressed him. “What 
happens now?” 


“We enjoy it for what it is, for as long as we can, and when it gets 
too complicated for either of us, we say good-bye, with a kiss and a 
hug and a thank-you.” 


“Simple as that?” 
“Simple as that.” 


“T don't buy that. You grow attached to people in life. Don't you 
think after a month of being together all the time we've grown 
attached to each other now?” 


“Sure. But don't confuse great sex with good loving. The two do 
not always go hand in hand. I like you, I care about you, maybe I 
even love you. But it's going to be different when the children come 
home. Maybe too different for both of us, and if it is, we just have to 
accept it and move on. You can't kill yourself over things like that in 


life. It's not worth it.” She was so damn casual, so nonchalant, just 
as she had been when she picked him up on the train, and called to 
invite him to dinner. As long as it was fun, it was fine, but when it 
wasn't fun anymore, just toss it. She was right. He had told himself 
he was falling in love with her. But maybe she was right there, too, 
maybe what he was really in love with was her body. 


“Maybe you're right. I just don't know.” And they made love again 
that night, but this time it was different. And the next morning she 
went back to her own place, taking with her all traces of herself that 
for the past month she had left at his apartment. Her makeup, her 
deodorant, the pills she used in case she got a migraine, the perfume 
he had bought her, her hot rollers, her Tampax, and the few dresses 
she had left in his closet. It made him lonely just seeing the empty 
space, and he was reminded again of the pain of losing Sarah. Why 
did everything have to end? Why did it all change and move on? He 
wanted to hang on to all of it forever. 


But the point was driven home with even greater force when he 
saw his children get off the plane, and Sarah behind them. She had 
a look of shock on her face he'd never seen there before, and grief 
and loneliness. It was worse than any pain she'd ever felt for him, 
and her eyes looked woefully out at him, surrounded by two vicious 
shiners, and a bandage on her chin that covered fourteen stitches. 
Sam looked frightened as well, and he was clinging to his mother's 
hand with his good arm, the other was in a cast from fingertip to 
shoulder. And Melissa started crying the moment she saw him. She 
flew into his arms, sobbing incoherently, and a moment later, Sam 
was there, too, the awkward arm in a sling, as he clung to his 
daddy. 


And then Oliver looked up at the woman who had been his wife, 
and was no more, and he knew with full force how much she had 
loved the boy who had died in San Remo. 


“T'm sorry, Sarrie ... I'm so sorry ...”It was like losing a part of 
himself, seeing her so broken. “Is there anything I can do?” They 
walked slowly to the baggage claim as she shook her head, and 


Melissa talked about the funeral. Jean-Pierre had been an only child 
and it had been awful. 


Oliver nodded, and tried to comfort them, and then looked over 
Sam's head at Sarah. “Do you want to stay at the house in Purchase? 
We could stay in town, except for the Labor Day weekend.” 


But she only shook her head and smiled. She seemed quieter, and 
not older, but wiser. “I start school on Monday. I want to go back. I 
have a lot to do.” And she didn't tell him that that summer she had 
finally started her novel. “But thank you anyway. The kids are going 
to come up in a few weeks, and I'll be all right.” But she dreaded 
going through his things when she got back to the apartment in 
Cambridge. It suddenly made her more aware of what Oliver had 
gone through when she had left. In a way, that had been a little bit 
like dying. She had loved Jean-Pierre like a son and a friend, a 
lover, and a father, and she had been able to give him everything 
she had denied Oliver in recent years, because he wanted nothing 
from her. He had taught her a lot about giving and loving ... and 
dying ... 

Sarah flew straight on to Boston, once the children were in 
Oliver's hands, and they took a cab into the city. They were quiet 
and subdued and upset and Oliver asked Sam if his arm hurt, and 
told him he wanted to take him to an American doctor. He already 
had an appointment for later that afternoon, but when they went, 
the orthopedist assured him that the arm had been properly set in 
San Remo. And Mel had grown taller and blonder and lovelier over 
the summer, despite the trauma. 


And it was so good being back with them again, it suddenly 
reminded him of how much he had missed them, without knowing 
it. And suddenly he wondered about the madness of his affair with 
Megan. They were going to the house in Purchase the next day, for 
the weekend, and he had invited Megan out for the day on Sunday, 
to meet his children. And Aggie was coming back on Monday. In the 
meantime, they were going to fend for themselves. And he cooked 
them scrambled eggs and toast when they got back to the 
apartment. And little by little, they told him everything they'd done 


that summer. They'd had a great time until the accident. And 
listening to them made him realize again how distant from his life 
Sarah was now. He wasn't even sure anymore if he still loved her. 


The children went to bed right after they ate, and Sam even fell 
asleep at the kitchen table. The time difference had caught up with 
him, and they were both exhausted. 


Oliver tucked Sam into bed, careful to prop the arm on a pillow as 
they'd been told to do by the doctor, and then he went to check on 
Melissa, who was wearing a puzzled frown as she held up a 
mysterious object in her bedroom. “What's that?” It was a woman's 
blouse, with a bra tangled in with it, and as she held it up, his face 
froze and he could smell Megan's perfume. He had forgotten the 
time he had chased her into Mel's room and almost torn her clothes 
off as they laughed, and then rushed back to his bedroom eventually 
to make love in the bathtub. 


“T don't know ...” He didn't know what to say to her. He couldn't 
begin to explain what had gone on in the past month, not to his 
sixteen-year-old daughter. “Is it yours?” He tried to look innocent, 
and she was almost young enough to believe him. 


“No, it's not.” She sounded like an accusing wife. And then he 
slapped his head, feeling like a fool in a sitcom. 


“T know what that is. I let Daphne stay here one weekend, when I 
was in Purchase. They were painting her apartment.” Melissa looked 
instantly relieved, and he kissed her good night, and retreated to his 
own room, feeling as though he had just escaped a life sentence. 


He called Megan late that night and told her how much he missed 
her. He could hardly wait until Sunday. And the next morning, the 
three of them left for the country. They opened the house, which 
smelled hot and musty, and put the air-conditioning on, and went to 
buy groceries, and after lunch they went to his father's to pick up 
Andy. And they found their grandfather looking extremely well, and 
once again puttering around his wife's garden, but this time his 
neighbor, Margaret Porter, was helping. She had a new haircut, and 
he was wearing a new pale blue linen blazer, and as Ollie and the 


children drove up, they'd been laughing. It was nice seeing him so 
happy again. And Oliver was relieved. Every time he saw him now, 
he couldn't get the picture out of his mind of his father holding his 
mother's hand when she died, and kissing her good-bye. It broke his 
heart, but finally, after three months, George was looking a lot 
better. 


“Welcome home!” he shouted to the kids, and Margaret went 
inside to get lemonade and homemade cookies. It was almost like 
old times, except that Sam said the cookies were better. And 
Margaret smiled, and stuck up for her late friend. 


“Your grandmother was the best cook I ever knew. She made the 
best lemon meringue pie I ever tasted.” George smiled thinking 
about it, and it brought back memories to Ollie of his childhood. 


“What have you been up to, Dad?” Ollie asked as they sat outside 
under the old elm tree. They had never put in a pool, and George 
insisted they didn't miss it. And if he wanted to swim, they could 
always go to visit the children in Purchase. 


“We've been busy. The garden's a lot of work. And we went into 
New York last week. Margaret had some business to take care of, 
and we went to an off-Broadway play. It was very good actually.” 
He sounded surprised, and smiled as he glanced at Margaret, and 
Oliver looked surprised too. His father had always hated going to 
the theater. And then George looked at Sam. “How did you do that, 
son?” Sam told them about the accident, and Melissa added her 
details, and the two elders were horrified, and as grateful as Oliver 
had been that they'd survived it. “It makes you realize how precious 
life is,” he said to the two young people. “And how short. Your 
friend was only twenty-five years old. That's a terrible shame ... 
terrible ...” Ollie saw him take Margaret's hand, and wondered what 
that meant, and a moment later she took the children inside for 
more lemonade and a fresh batch of cookies. 


“You're looking well, Dad,” Oliver said pointedly after the 


children were gone, wondering if there was a reason for it, and he 
was suddenly reminded of his own fling with Megan. Maybe his 


father was having a little flirtation with his neighbor. But there was 
no harm in that. They were both lonely people in their seventies and 
they had a right to a little friendly company now and then, and he 
knew how lonely his father was without his mother. 


“T've been well, Son. Margaret takes very good care of me. She 
used to be a nurse, you know. And her husband was a doctor.” 


“T remember.” 


“We'd like to take you to dinner sometime. Maybe in the city. 
Margaret likes to go into New York from time to time. She says it 
keeps her young. And I'm not sure if that's what does it, but she has 
more energy than a woman half her age. She's a terrific girl.” Oliver 
smiled at the idea of calling a woman of seventy-odd years a girl, 
but what the hell, and then he almost fell out of his chair, as his 
father looked at him and smiled, with mischief in his eyes. “We're 
getting married next month, Oliver. I know that will be difficult for 
you to understand. But we're not young. We don't have much time, 
for all we know. And we don't want to waste what's left. I think your 
mother would have understood it.” 


“You're what?” Oliver turned in his chair to stare at him. “Mom 
has been gone for three months, and you're marrying your next-door 
neighbor?” Had he gone crazy? Was he senile? What was wrong 
with him? How could he even consider such a thing? It was 
disgusting. 

“You can't be serious.” Oliver was livid, and he looked it. 


“T am serious. I have a right to more than just sit alone in a chair, 
don't you think? Or does it offend you to think of people our age 
getting ‘involved,' as you young people call it. We could have an 
affair, but I think I owe her the decency of marriage.” 


“You owe Mom the decency of respecting her memory. She's not 
even cold in her grave yet!” He stood up and started to pace up and 
down as George Watson calmly watched him, and from the kitchen 
window Margaret saw what was going on with a worried eye. She 
had told George it would be like that, and he had told her they had 
a right to their own lives. They weren't dead yet, though they might 


be soon, but he didn't want to waste the time they had left. And 
although it was different from his life with Phyllis, he loved her. 


“T have every respect for your mother, Oliver. But I have a right to 
my own life too. So do you. And one day you'll probably remarry. 
You can't spend the rest of your life mourning Sarah.” 


“Thank you for the advice.” It was inconceivable. Until a few 
weeks before, he had been sitting around in chaste celibacy and his 
father had been having an affair with his neighbor. “I think you 
ought to give this a great deal of thought.” 


“T have. We're getting married on the fourteenth, and we'd like 
you and the children to come, if you will.” 


“T'll do nothing of the sort. And I want you to come to your 
senses.” But as he said it, Margaret returned to them with George's 
straw hat, and a cool drink, and the heart pill he took every 
afternoon, and even Oliver couldn't miss the gentle loving of the 
look that passed between them. 


But he was stiff and unyielding until they left, he hurried the 
children into the car, thanked Margaret politely, and halfway back 
to Purchase, remembered that they had forgotten Andy. He called 
his father when he got home, and told him he'd pick the dog up the 
following weekend. 

“That's fine. We enjoy having him here.” And then, “I'm sorry I 
upset you, Oliver. I understand what you must feel. But try to see it 
from my point of view too. And she's a wonderful woman.” 

“I'm happy for you, Dad,” he said through clenched teeth. “But I 
still think you're being hasty.” 


“Perhaps. But we have to do what we think is right. And at our 
age, there isn't much time left. Not good time anyway. You never 
know what grief is just around the corner.” 

“All the more reason not to rush into anything.” 

“That depends on how you look at it. Tell me that when you're 
my age.” And Oliver realized as he hung up, that it disgusted him to 


think of his father making love to Margaret Porter. And he said as 
much to Megan that night, when he called her. 


“Don't be ridiculous. Do you think your sex drive will die before 
you do? I certainly hope not. He's right, and he's smart. Why should 
he sit alone? You have your own life, your kids do too. He has a 
right to do more than spend the rest of his life alone, reminiscing 
about your mother. Is that what you really want him to do?” It 
wasn't, and yet it was, and her view on the subject annoyed him. 


“You're as bad as he is. I think you're both oversexed.” And then 
he told her about Mel finding her blouse and bra, and she only 
laughed. 

“T remember that night well,” she said mischievously. 

“So do I. Christ, how I miss you. I'm practically having 
withdrawals.” 

“We'll catch a quickie tomorrow in the pool.” The thought of it, 
with his children afoot, almost made him shudder. Things were 
definitely going to be very different. 

“We may have to wait until Monday.” 

“Don't count on it. We'll think of something.” He smiled as he put 
down the phone, and wondered if she was right about his father. 
But he didn't even want to think about that. Imagine his father 
getting married at his age! The very idea of it was revolting. 


Chapter 17 


Oliver picked Megan up at the train and she was wearing short 
shorts and a little halter top in white with black polka dots, and all 
he wanted to do was tear off her clothes and make love to her in the 
car, but he restrained himself while she laughed, and stroked his 
crotch as they drove home to the children. 


“Stop that ... Megan Townsend, you are driving me crazy!” 


“That, my dear, is the whole point.” And then, as though 
switching gears, she told him all about Friday's successful auction.... 


The kids were in the pool when they drove up, with Sam's arm in 
a huge garbage bag so he could swim, and Mel lying on a raft in a 
new bikini she had bought in the south of France. And both children 
looked up with interest as their father approached them with 
Megan. He introduced everyone, and then took Megan inside to 
change, but as he showed her the small dressing room, she pulled 
him swiftly into it with her, and reached her hand into his shorts 
and began caressing him until he groaned in a whisper. 


“Megan ... don't! ... the kids ...” 


“Shh ... they'll never know the difference.” She had missed him as 
much as he had missed her. After a month of orgasmic feasting, they 
had gone three whole days without each other. And she had the 
door locked and his pants down around his knees in a moment, as 
she licked and sucked and kissed, and he pulled off her halter, and 
then slid down her shorts. And as usual, she had nothing beneath 
them. And then she was on her knees, kissing him, and he gently 
pushed her down, and made frantic love to her on the dressing room 
floor, as she shuddered and moaned, and just as he came with a 


sound of animal pleasure, he could hear Sam start to shout, and 
bang on several doors looking for him, and then start to pound on 
the dressing room door, as Oliver jumped a foot and stared at 
Megan wild-eyed. He put a finger to his lips, begging her not to give 
him away as she giggled. 

“Dad! Are you in there?” It was a tiny room, and Oliver was sure 
the child could hear his breathing. He shook his head, wanting 
Megan to say he wasn't. 


“No, he's not. I'll be right out.” She spoke from the floor, with his 
father on top of her, awash with terror. 


“Okay. Do you know where he is?” 
“T don't know. He said he was going to get something.” 


“Okay.” And then more door slamming and he was gone, and 
Ollie leapt to his feet, threw cold water on his face, pulled up his 
pants, and tried to straighten his hair as she laughed at him. 


“T told you we'd manage it somehow.” 


“Megan, you're crazy!” He was whispering, convinced the child 
knew, but she wasn't frightened. 


“Relax. He's ten years old, he has no idea what his father is up 


to 


“Don't be so sure.” He kissed her quickly and unlocked the door, 
as she casually fished in her bag for her bikini. “I'll see you at the 
pool.” He just hoped she would behave herself there or Mel would 
be horrified. But on the other hand, she had just spent the summer 
with her mother and her twenty-five-year-old lover. He had a right 
to his own life, didn't he, and just as the thought crossed his mind, 
he heard the echo of his father's words ... but this was different, 
wasn't it? Or was it? 


And he found Sam waiting for him in the kitchen. He had wanted 
a Coke and couldn't find one. “Where were you, Dad?” 
“T was in the garage, looking for a wrench.” 


“What for?” Oh God, leave me alone, I don't know ... it had been 
so simple while they were away, and now this was so crazy. 


He poured Sam a Coke, and went back to the pool, where Megan 
was slowly easing herself into the water in a minuscule red bikini. 
Her cascade of dark hair was piled high on her head, and Mel was 
watching her with a look of female appraisal. 


The two women never spoke, and Oliver felt like a large puppy 
dog, circling the pool, watching them both, keeping an eye on Sam, 
and feeling incredibly nervous. 


“T like your bathing suit,” Megan said to Mel. It was pink and 
ruffled and comparatively pure compared to her own, which was 
barely more than two tiny patches on her breasts, and a loincloth 
with a thong. But she wore it well. She had an incredible body. 


“T got it in France.” 
“Did you have a good time?” 


“All right.” She didn't want to talk about the accident anymore, 
and she didn't think Megan knew. Her father had said she was a 
casual friend he hadn't seen in a while. “We've only been home for 
two days.” Megan swam past her with long, smooth strokes, and a 
few minutes later, Mel left her raft, to make a spectacular dive. It 
was as though there was a competition between the two, and the 
tension around the pool was dense all afternoon, particularly 
between the two women. 


They had hot dogs for lunch, and Megan began talking about 
spending time in England as a child. But it was obvious Mel wasn't 
impressed. And Megan made no particular effort with her or Sam. It 
made Oliver uncomfortable watching all of them, and he was almost 
relieved when they dropped her off at her place, that evening, in 
town. Her eyes blew him a kiss, and she disappeared with a wave, 
as Mel visibly relaxed in the car, and Sam snorted. 


“She's nice, isn't she?” Ollie said, regretting the words almost as 
soon as they were out of his mouth. Mel turned on him like a snake, 
with a look of fury. 

“She looks like a whore.” 


“Melissa!” 


“Did you see that bathing suit?” 


“Yeah.” Sam grinned, and then looked chastened as his sister shot 
him a quelling look in the backseat. 


“She's a very nice girl,” Oliver defended as they drove home. 
“T don't think she likes kids very much,” Sam offered. 
“What makes you say that?” 


“T don't know.” He shrugged. “She didn't say very much. But she 
sure looks good, doesn't she, Dad?” 


“She's smart too. She's an editor with a publishing house.” 


“So what? All she cares about is flaunting her body around.” Mel 
had sensed her sexuality, and had hated it, unlike her male relatives, 
whose eyes had been glued to her all afternoon. 


Oliver let the subject rest, and that night after Sam was in bed, 
Mel came out of her room with a frown. “I guess you can give her 
these.” She handed him the blouse and bra she'd found in her room 
two days before. “They're hers, aren't they, Dad?” 


“What makes you say that?” He felt as though he'd been caught in 
the act, as though he'd defiled their home, which he had. But he had 
a right to do what he wanted to, didn't he? After all, he was a grown 
man. “I told you, they're Daph's.” 


“No, they're not. Daphne's got much bigger boobs. These are 
Megan's.” She spoke accusingly and he could feel himself blush as 
he looked at his daughter. 

“Look, Mel, there are some things that grown-ups do, that just 
don't involve kids, and are better left alone.” 

“She's a tramp.” Mel's eyes blazed at him, but now he was angry. 

“Don't say that! You don't even know the girl.” 

“No, and I don't want to. And she doesn't give a damn about us. 
She just has her tongue hanging out over you, like a dog or 
something. I can't stand her.” The rivalry of two women fighting 
over him seemed strange as he listened to her. And he couldn't help 
wondering why she hated Megan. Except that he had to admit, 


Megan had made no special effort to win them over. She had talked 
mostly to him, and only occasionally to his children. It hadn't really 
turned out the way he had wanted. 


“She's just a friend, that's all. It's no big deal, Mel. Relax.” 
“You mean that?” She looked relieved. 

“What?” 

“You're not in love with her?” 

“T don't know. I like her.” 


“Well, she doesn't like you as much. She likes herself more.” He 
wondered if Mel was right, and if she was being jealous or 
perceptive. 


“Don't worry about it.” But then as she left the room, he found 
himself thinking again about his father. Was he being a jealous 
child, like Mel, or was he right to object to his marrying Margaret 
Porter? And what right did he have to interfere? Was he going to 
keep him company at night and on weekends? Was he going to be 
there for him, bringing him his heart pills? Oliver wanted his own 
life, and his father had a right to the same, however much it made 
Oliver lonely for his mother. 


Ollie decided to call him that night, and when he did, Margaret 
answered. It made him jump for a minute, and then he relaxed and 
asked to speak to his father. 


“Hi, Dad ... I just wanted to tell you that ...” He didn't know how 
to say it. “I love you very much, that's all. You do what's right for 
you, and forget about the rest. You're old enough to know what you 
want by now, and what you need. And if she makes you happy,” 
tears stung his eyes as he said the words, “go for it! You have my 
blessing!” 


There was a little sob at the other end, and then George Watson 
cleared his throat and thanked him. “She's a fine woman, Son ... not 
your mother, by any means,” as he said it, he hoped Margaret 
couldn't hear him, but he owed Oliver that much. Phyllis had been 
his mother, after all, “but she's a good soul, and I love her.” 


“Good luck to you both.” 
“Will you come to our wedding?” 
“Damn right I will.” 


“September fourteenth. Now don't forget it.” Oliver laughed. His 
father sounded young again, and he was happy for him. What the 
hell, he had a right to it. More power to him if he could find a 
woman he loved and be happy with her. 


He called Megan after he hung up, feeling better again, but she 
was out, and he felt his heart give a little tug as he left his name on 
the machine, and then lay on the empty bed she had left him. He 
wondered if it had all been a crazy dream, and if Mel was right. But 
Megan had never pretended to be anything other than she was. She 
was out to have a good time, and not hurt anyone. She didn't want 
anything more than that ... she didn't want ties ... or husbands ... or 
homes ... or children ... and as he lay there thinking about her, he 
wondered if his summer romance was over. It had been fun, but it 
wasn't going to be easy now. And Megan wasn't going to hang 
around, waiting for him. And the kids sure as hell hadn't taken to 
her. Sometimes, life just wasn't easy. 


Chapter 18 


The Labor Day weekend was a nice homecoming for all of them. 
They had a barbecue near the pool, as they always did, and the 
children invited friends, and his father came over with Margaret. 
They brought cookies and treats, and homemade bread, and they 
brought the dog, and this time Oliver congratulated them both, and 
let his father announce it to the children. They were a little startled 
at first, but they took their cue from their dad, and if he thought it 
was all right, then they guessed it was too. Even Daphne came. And 
she had agreed to spend the weekend. Only Megan had declined. 
She had gone to East Hampton instead, which bothered Ollie, but he 
couldn't convince her to come. She just said it wasn't her scene, kids 
and dogs and barbecues, and she didn't want to intrude on them. 
But the truth was that it bored her. He hadn't seen her all week, and 
he was going crazy without her, but she was working late and so 
was he. The kids were home, and he was waiting for them to settle 
down again, which she seemed to think wasn't important. 


Benjamin and Sandra came to the barbecue, though, and this time 
the girl looked truly pathetic. Her face was bloated to twice its size, 
she could barely walk, she was so large, and it was hard to believe 
she had ever been pretty. Benjamin looked thin and pale, in 
comparison, and he was feeling the load of his two jobs, and Sandra 
did nothing but complain, and sometimes he thought he would go 
crazy. His father handed him a beer, after Mel took Sandra into the 
house to lie down for a while, and Oliver looked at Benjamin 
carefully, wondering when he was going to admit he couldn't hack it 
anymore, or if he was going to let it kill him. 


“How's it going, Son?” 

“Okay, I guess. I'm going to have to get another job pretty soon. 
They're closing the gas station down, and letting me go in a few 
weeks. And the restaurant doesn't pay enough. But I've got some 
pretty good leads, and after the baby's born, Sandra says she'll go 
back to work pretty quickly.” He tried to sound hopeful, but it was 
obvious to his father that he was getting seriously discouraged, and 
who wouldn't have? At the age of eighteen, to be expecting a child, 
supporting a seventeen-year-old pseudo wife, and working two jobs, 
was hardly anyone's idea of a happy life, least of all his father's. 


“Are you going to let me help you out before it kills us both, or 
are you going to be stubborn?” The boy smiled, looking older and 
wiser than he had before. He had learned a lot in the last few 
months, but none of it easy or fun, and seeing him like this was a 
weight on his father's heart. 

“We'll see, Dad. The baby I'll be here in three weeks, and after 
that, things'U be okay.” 

“Having a baby around isn't easy.” 

“Yeah, I know. We've been taking a class at the Y about how to 
take care of it, and Lamaze and all that stuff. I want to be there at 
the delivery, to help Sandra.” He was going all the way with what 
he'd taken on, and Oliver had to admire him, if nothing else, but he 
was desperately worried about him. 

“Will you call me if you need help with anything?” 

“Sure.” 

“Promise?” 


Benjamin grinned again, and for a fraction of an instant, looked 
almost like his old self. “Sure I will, Dad. Thanks.” 


They joined the others after that and talked about Grandpa's 
wedding. Benjamin promised to come, and Oliver offered to give the 
bride away. Daphne was happy for them, and later on, in a quiet 
moment, she asked Oliver what was happening with Megan, but he 


only shrugged unhappily and told her he didn't know for the 
moment. 


“She came out to meet the kids last week and it was not exactly a 
glowing success. She's not into that kind of thing, and right now I've 
got my hands full. It was different while they were gone. But now, I 
don't know, Daph.” 


“She doesn't sound like the warm maternal type, but perhaps that 
wasn't the main thrust of your interest.” 


Oliver smiled at his friend, and then laughed. “You might say 
that.” 


“Well, at least it got you out of your shell.” It certainly had done 
that. He smiled again. “That's nice about your father.” 


“It seems kind of crazy, doesn't it, Daph? Benjamin is about to 
have a kid, my dad's getting married, and I'm sitting around by 
myself.” 


“That'll change one of these days.” But he was in no rush. If the 
affair with Megan ended, it wouldn't be the end of the world. He 
wasn't even divorced, and he still couldn't imagine getting 
remarried. He was busy with his life, with his children, and his 
work. The rest could wait for the moment. 


They swam late into the night, and the children sang, and his 
father left eventually, and Benjamin had to get to work. Daphne 
helped Oliver clean up, and Aggie was back after a relaxing 
summer. And it felt somehow as though they'd all come a long way 
since the summer began. And it hurt only briefly when he 
remembered the year before when Sarah was there and life had 
been so simple and sane. Nothing was quite as simple anymore. And 
nothing was sure now. But life was sweet, and he was grateful for 
what he had. If he never had more than this again, even that might 
be all right. 


He finally saw Megan at her place the night they got home, and 
after making love for hours, they finally talked things out, and she 
admitted to him that she'd gone to East Hampton with an old lover. 


It hurt to have her tell him that, and yet, he had suspected it 
anyway. 

“It's over, isn't it?” 

“Not really.” She lay languidly in her bed and looked at him. “I'd 
be happy to see you anytime. But I'm not going to play mommy to 
your kids, if that's what you want. And you don't have the kind of 
time for me you did when they were away. That's just the way 
things go sometimes, Oliver. But between us, nothing's changed.” 
She was so casual about it all, everything was easy and unattached 
and purely sexual. He had loved that about her at first, and yet now, 
it didn't seem enough. He didn't want to share her with anyone else, 
didn't want to have to have a life separate from his children. But it 
was too difficult being with someone who didn't really care about 
them, and whom they resented. And he knew now that she would 
make no effort for them. She really didn't want to. It was part of her 
all-out effort to stay unattached. In the end, she had won. But it was 
a losing game. 


“T'm sad things worked out this way,” he told her honestly as he 
dressed, and this time she didn't fight to take his clothes off. It had 
changed for her, too, whether she admitted it or not. 


“There was really no other way it could have gone. I told you that 
from the first. You don't need a woman like me, Oliver. You deserve 
better than that. You deserved better than Sarah. Don't settle for less 
this time, my friend. If you do, you'll always get hurt, and you don't 
deserve that.” 


“Why don't you want more than that?” Why didn't she? Why were 
they so different? 


“T'm not made that way, I guess, Priscilla was ... but I never was. 
It's too painful, I suppose. I'm not willing to take those risks, to 
throw my heart out there, to take chances with my life and my 
heart. I just want to have a good time, Ollie. That's all I want. 
Simple as that.” And it had been that. A good time. A great time. A 
wild, wonderful time, and he could have gone on forever, except 


that eventually the moussaka would have gone stale. One needed 
more than that. At least he did, even if she didn't. 


“What do I say as I leave?” he asked her sadly, as he stood in the 
hall, fully dressed, knowing he wouldn't be back again. “Thank 
you?” 

“You say, ‘so long,’ ‘see you around,’ ‘thanks for a good time.” 


“Thank you for more than that ... thank you for something very 
special. You're very special. Don't forget that. And maybe one of 
these days, you'll get brave.” 


“Don't count on it.” She kissed him lightly on the lips and pressed 
the button for the elevator. And as the doors closed, he saw her for 
the last time, wrapped in a white satin kimono, smiling at him, the 
mane of dark hair ebony against her ivory face. 


He knew he was going to miss her. And he felt sad for her as he 
walked home that night. Sad for what she would never have, for 
what she didn't want, for what she was afraid to reach out for. And 
far above, she stood on the terrace, watching him, and she gave a 
silent wave. She walked back into her living room, and turned on 
the music. She finished the brandy he had left, and sat down alone 
on the couch, remembering how his flesh had felt when she touched 
him. 

“You would have liked him a lot,” she whispered to the memory 
of the twin who was long gone. He would have been perfect for her, 
and Megan would have teased her, about how decent he was, and 
how square and how tame. Megan smiled to herself, thinking of 
them both, and then she walked slowly back to her bedroom. She 
had work to do and another book auction to run the next day. There 
was no point thinking about the past. She forced them both from 
her heart, like furniture she no longer had room for, took a shower, 
brushed her teeth, turned the light out, and went to bed, knowing 
that it had been nice for a while, but it was over with Oliver 
Watson. She didn't cry, she didn't mourn. She was used to handling 
these things, and as she drifted off to sleep, she forced herself to 
think of something else. Her moment with Oliver was over. 


Chapter 19 


George Watson's wedding to Margaret Porter was exactly what it 
should have been. It was tender and sweet and simple, and there 
were tears in Daphne's eyes as the couple took their vows. Weddings 
always did that to her, probably because she'd never had one. But 
this one particularly so, because they were both such dear people. 


The bride wore a simple beige lace dress and carried a bouquet of 
tiny beige orchids. She wore a small, elegant hat, and Oliver gave 
her away, as promised, and then stood next to his children with 
damp eyes, as the organ played. 


The ceremony was brief and to the point, and afterward they all 
went to the house in Purchase for a small reception. Oliver had 
decided to do that for them, and he had invited a few of their close 
friends. Many of them had been shocked at first, and then, like 
Oliver, they had mellowed. It was difficult to deny them the joy 
they obviously shared, and plainly deserved. 


It was a sunny September afternoon, and the bride and groom left 
at five o'clock to drive into the city. They were spending the night at 
the Plaza Hotel and then flying to San Francisco for two weeks. 
Margaret had relatives there, and they wanted to go to the opera. 
They were going to spend a few days in Carmel, and then go back to 
San Francisco and fly home. It sounded like the perfect trip for 
them, and Margaret hadn't said so, but she didn't want to be far 
from “civilization.” With George's heart, she liked keeping near 
places where she knew he could get competent medical care. But he 
looked in need of nothing but her kind hand, as they left for the 


city, with the guests throwing rose petals after them, as the two old 
people beamed and waved. 


“It was perfect, absolutely perfect!” Daphne raved as they sat in 
the living room afterward. “Maybe I'll get married when I'm their 
age.” Oliver shook his head and grinned. 


“You would do something like that. Maybe I'll join you.” He had 
told her about the end of the romance with Megan. And she wasn't 
surprised, although she was sorry for him. It had been a good 
distraction over the past two months, and now that it was over he 
had that lonely look again, although he claimed that he was happy. 


“You just have to go back to the drawing board again.” 


“What a pain in the ass.” The prospect of dating again filled him 
with despair. But he also recognized that the fling with Megan had 
been more than a little exhausting, and unusual to say the least. 
Someone who lived by more ordinary norms might be easier in the 
long run. 


He drove Daphne to the station that night, because she insisted 
she had to get back. There was a luncheon she had to go to the next 
day, and her friend's wife was out of town, so she wanted to spend 
the night with him. He never accompanied her anywhere. He was 
careful not to be seen with her. But she accepted that, as she did 
everything else about him. 


“He's a lucky bastard,” Oliver had said to her more than once, and 
she only laughed. She wanted nothing more than she shared with 
him. She loved him totally and was content to live with his 
restrictions. And Oliver had long since stopped trying to convince 
her to look for someone else. 


Later that night, he was chatting with Mel, as they sat in the 
living room talking about the wedding, when the phone rang, and 
she grabbed it, convinced it was one of her friends. She looked 
surprised when it wasn't, and handed it to her father instead. It was 
Benjamin, and he had asked only for their father. So she handed 
him the phone, kissed him, and went up to bed. 


“ ‘Night, Dad.” 


“See you in the morning, sweetheart. Sleep tight.” And then he 
turned his attention to her older brother. “What's up, Benjamin?” 
They had seen him only that afternoon at the wedding. He had 
taken the day off, and he had come alone. Sandra wasn't feeling 
well. She had the flu, Benjamin had said, which was unfortunate, 
given her condition. The baby was due in an- other ten days, and 
Benjamin was showing the strain. He looked absolutely awful. 


“Hi, Dad.” Benjamin sounded terse. “She's in labor. We're at the 
hospital. We've been here since eight o'clock.” 


“Everything okay?” It brought back memories of when they had 
been born, and how excited he had been, but Benjamin sounded 
scared more than excited. 


“It's not going so great. She's not making any progress ... and, Dad 
.. she's having such a hard time. They gave her some stuff, but it 
isn't doing anything to help the pain.” 
“What about your Lamaze?” 


“She doesn't want to do it. And ... Dad ... they think the baby is 
having problems.” Oh Jesus. A damaged baby. 


“Do you want me to come down?” 
“Yeah ... I... I'm sorry, I know it's late. Would you?” 


“Sure.” Benjamin gave him the name of the hospital. “I'll be right 
there.” He hurried out of the house, grabbing his car keys on the 
way, and glad that Benjamin had called him. At least he was 
reaching out to him now, and maybe he could do something to help. 
He couldn't do anything to help Sandra, of course, and he was sorry 
for her. She had no family to take care of her, no mother to hold her 
hand. But at least he could be there for Benjamin, and the doctors 
could do the rest for Sandra. 


When he got there, Benjamin was pacing nervously in the 
corridor, wearing green pajamas and a white gown over them, and a 
funny green shower cap on his head. His father smiled at the sight 
of him, remembering the Halloween he'd dressed up as a doctor. 


He'd been four years old then, and he hardly looked older than that 
to Ollie now. “You look like Dr. Kildare. How is she?” 


“Awful. She was screaming and screaming. They asked me to 
leave so they could check her again and she kept begging me not to 
... | don't know what to do for her, Dad.” 


“Relax, Son. It'll be all right. Do you want a cup of coffee?” 


Benjamin shook his head, and Ollie went to get a cup for himself. 
He had had a lot of wine at the wedding, and he didn't want to get 
sleepy when Benjamin needed him. And as he came back with the 
steaming cup, there were two doctors in similar garb conferring 
with his son. Oliver stood at a little distance from them, and he saw 
Benjamin close his eyes and nod his head. 


“They want to do a cesarean. The baby's in trouble now. I know 
she didn't want that, but they say there's no choice.” He pulled the 
shower cap slowly off his head. “They won't let me be in there with 
her. They're going to give her a general anesthetic.” 


“She'll be all right, just hang in there.” He squeezed his shoulder 
in one powerful hand, and led him gently to a chair. 


“What if the baby's not all right?” he asked miserably as he sat 
down next to him. 


“We'll face that when the time comes, but I'll bet that baby will be 
just fine.” He wanted to ask him again about putting it up for 
adoption, but he knew this wasn't the time. 


It seemed to take hours as they sat there. They watched the clock 
drag its hands. It was already after one. And then a nurse came out 
and asked if Mr. Watson was there, both men stood up, and then, 
feeling foolish, Oliver sat back down. It was obviously Benjamin 
they were looking for. And the boy hurried toward the door. 


“Mr. Watson?” 
“Yes?” 


“There's someone here who wants to meet you.” And without 
another word, as he stood in the hallway in the middle of the night 
in his green pajamas, they handed him his son. He was swaddled in 


a tiny bundle, and he let out a wail as the nurse put him in 
Benjamin's hands, and then he pulled him gently toward his chest. 
He stood looking down at him in total amazement, as tears slid 
down his cheeks and he started to grin, and turned toward Oliver, 
holding tightly to the baby. 


“It's a boy, Dad! It's a boy” Oliver hurried over to see him, and as 
he looked down at the tiny child, he felt his heart quiver within 
him. It was like looking into Benjamin's face only moments after he 
was born. It was the same child, the same face, the same red hair 
and surprised eyes, and so much of Sarah, and as Oliver looked at 
him he realized something that had previously escaped him. This 
wasn't just Benjamin's child, or Sandra's, it was his grandchild as 
well. It was a part of him, and all of those who had come before him 
... his father ... his mother ... and their parents before them. It was 
a part of all of them, and he could no longer deny that. There were 
tears in his eyes, as he gently touched the child that belonged to all 
of them now. 


“How's Sandra?” Benjamin suddenly remembered her, feeling 
guilty. “Is she okay?” he asked the nurse. 


“She's fine. She'll be in the recovery room for a while. And now, 
would you like to come to the nursery with us for a little while? You 
can hold the baby, while we check him.” 


“Ts he all right?” 


“Everything's just fine. He weighs eight pounds, nine ounces, and 
his Apgars were perfect. That means he's an alert, healthy little 
boy.” She took the baby from Benjamin,’ and led the way to the 
nursery as the new father beamed, and Oliver stayed behind. It was 
an amazing moment in his life. At forty-five years of age, he was 
suddenly a grandfather, but he was still struck by how much his 
grandchild looked like his own son. And then, needing to share it 
with someone, he walked to a pay phone, dialed the number, and 
charged it to his home phone. 


When she answered the phone, he suddenly smiled to himself, 
and his voice was hoarse and gentle. “Hello, Grandma.” 


“Who is this?” She thought it was a crank call and was about to 
hang up. 

“You have a grandson, Sarah.” There were tears in his eyes again, 
as he remembered the children they had borne together. 

“Oh my God. Is he all right?” 


“He's perfect. Eight pounds, nine ounces, and he looks just like 
Benjamin when he was born.” 


“How's Sandra?” 
“Not too great, I suspect. They had to do a cesarean. 


But she'll be all right. The baby is so sweet, Sarrie ... wait till you 
see him.” 


“They're keeping him, then?” She was wide awake now. 


“Yes,” he said quietly, suddenly feeling something for the baby he 
had never expected to feel again, almost as though it were his own 
baby. “I think they'll keep him.” And it was impossible to disagree 
with Benjamin, now that he had seen his grandson. 


“How's Benjamin holding up?” 
“He was very nervous, but he looks like a proud papa now. Oh 


Sarah, you should see him.” He was proud of him, and happy for 
him, and sad all at the same time. 


“You're such an old softie, Oliver Watson. You should be having 
more kids of your own one of these days.” It was an odd thing for 
her to say, but their lives were in separate worlds now. 


“So I've been told. How are you, by the way?” 
“T'm all right.” 
“Your eyes okay?” 


“Still a little colorful, but they'll do. Give Benjamin my love. I'll 
call him tomorrow.” 
“Take care of yourself.” He sounded sad again. Sometimes it still 


hurt to call her, but he was glad he had anyway. It was her 
grandson too. And he had wanted to tell her. 


“Congratulations.” She smiled into the phone, “Grampa.” 
“Same to you. It makes us sound ancient, doesn't it?” 
“T don't know. I think I kind of like it.” 


He hung up then, and waited for Benjamin to emerge. He drove 
him back to the house in Purchase, and it was the first time in six 
months that he had slept in his old room. He had left in defiance, 
and come home a father. It was a strange world, Oliver thought to 
himself, as he walked to his room, thinking of the baby that had 
been born that night. He wished him an easy life, an easy berth, and 
an easier path into manhood than his father had just had. And in his 
own bed Benjamin had just drifted off to sleep at last, smiling about 
his baby. 


Chapter 20 


Oliver drove them home from the hospital to the dismal apartment 
in Port Chester, and no amount of pleading had induced them to 
come home to Purchase, He suspected that Sandra would have 
gladly given in to the idea, but Benjamin insisted they could manage 
on their own. He was going to take care of her, and the baby. He 
had taken two weeks off from work, and by then everything was 
going to be in control But whenever Oliver called them after that, 
the baby was screaming, and when he went to visit them the 
following week, Sandra looked dreadful. She was pale, with dark 
circles under her eyes and was in obvious pain. Benjamin looked as 
though he was beside himself, and the apartment was a disaster. 


It was four days later when Oliver got a call in the middle of the 
night at the New York apartment. It was Benjamin. Sandra had been 
taken into the hospital, with an infection from the cesarean, and he 
was managing the baby by himself. He was in tears when he called, 
and Oliver went and picked him up, packed all the baby's things, 
and brought both of them home with him. 


“Agnes can take care of Alex, and you can get some sleep for a 
change.” This time he wasn't going to argue with him. Benjamin had 
never looked worse. He seemed relieved to turn things over to 
someone else for once, and the next day, when he came back from 
the office, he sat Benjamin down for a long talk. The baby was 
screaming all the time, and Sandra was complaining. He couldn't 
find a second job, and they could hardly make ends meet. Suddenly 
it was all crashing in on him, and he was panicking. And no matter 


how cute the baby was, Oliver was sorry again that they had had 
him. 

“Son, you have to think about this carefully. Is this really what 
you want to do with your life? Do you really feel you can keep the 
baby? And more importantly, what are you going to do about 
yourself? Do you want to work as a busboy for the rest of your life? 
And what about Sandra?” 


These were all the questions that had been plaguing the boy for 
months, and now he was overwhelmed. He admitted to his father 
that he didn't love Sandra anymore, he wondered if he ever had, 
and if he had, it hadn't been for a long time. He couldn't bear the 
thought of spending the rest of his life with her. But what 
complicated matters now was that he loved the baby. 


“He's my baby, Dad. I can't leave him. I couldn't do that to him, or 
to myself. But I just don't think I can stay with her for much longer 
... but if I leave her, then I have to leave Alex with her.” And he had 
serious questions about her ability to mother the child. She seemed 
to have none of the instincts that he had assumed she would have. 
And all she thought of, as before, was herself, and not the baby. 


“Why don't you give her a chance to get on her feet again? Maybe 
what you need to think about is supporting her, but not staying with 
her yourself.” And just exactly how was he going to do that? 
Washing dishes? Pumping gas? “I'll do everything I can to help you. 
Why don't you just relax for a few days, and try to sort your 
thoughts out.” But when he did, he felt responsible again. Sandra 
came out of the hospital, and feeling sorry for her, he took the baby 
and went back. Aggie was heartbroken to see him take the baby, 
and Oliver was equally so to see Benjamin go back again to do what 
he thought was right. He just wouldn't let go of what he felt were 
his obligations, and it broke Oliver's heart to think of him there, 
with the baby and the girl. He insisted on giving him five thousand 
dollars, and Benjamin had fought him like a tiger to give it back. 


“Think of it as a loan then. I'm not going to have you starving 
with three of you to support. Be sensible, for chrissake.” And finally, 


Benjamin relented, promising to pay it back to him as soon as he 
could manage. 


And matters grew more complicated still only two weeks later. 
The head of Ollie's firm called him in and made a request that took 
him totally by surprise. The head of the Los Angeles office was 
dying of cancer. He was leaving within the week on permanent 
medical leave and someone had to take his place. More than that, 
they wanted to enlarge the office, and make it as important as the 
one in New York. They wanted “bicoastal equilibrium,” as they put 
it, to be close to the television industry that was so important to 
them, and acquire bigger, better clients on the West Coast. And the 
chairman of the board had decided that Oliver was their main man 
to run it. 


“For God's sake ... but I can't do that ... I have two kids in school 
here, a house, a life ... I can't just uproot them and move three 
thousand miles away.” And now there was Benjamin with his 
problems with his baby. He couldn't walk out on him, the way Sarah 
had done to all of them the year before. “I'll have to think this 
over.” But the salary they mentioned, the terms, and the 
participation made it a deal he would have been crazy to refuse, and 
he knew it. 


“For chrissake, Oliver, come to your senses. Take it! No one will 
ever make you another offer like that, and one day you'll wind up 
chairman of the board.” Daphne tried to talk sense to him that 
night, as they sat in his office long after everyone else had gone 
home. 


“But what about my kids? My house? My father?” 


“Don't be ridiculous. Your father has a life of his own, and a wife 
who loves him. And Benjamin has his own life now too. He'll sort 
himself out sooner or later, whether you're here or not. He's that 
kind of kid. He's just like you. And Mel and Sam would love it out 
there. Look how good they were about moving to New York.” 


“But Christ, Daph, that's different. That's thirty miles from 
Purchase. This is three thousand miles from home.” 


“Not if you make a home for yourself out there. And Melissa is a 
junior. In two years she'll be away in college somewhere. Don't use 
them as an excuse. Go for it! It's a terrific offer.” But Los Angeles? 
California? This was his home. 


“T don't know. I have to think this over. I have to talk it over with 
the kids and see what they say.” 


They were both shocked when he told them, but not as horrified 
as he would have expected them to be. They even seemed to like the 
idea after they thought it over. They didn't like the idea of leaving 
their friends, and Sam was worried about how often he would see 
Sarah, but Ollie said he could send them back to visit her fairly 
frequently, and they could spend their vacations with her. But to 
Ollie, it was still a hell of a thought, and a frightening prospect. And 
what's more, they wanted him out there within a month, sooner if 
he could make it. 


“Well, guys,” he asked them as they talked about it for days on 
end. He had until the end of the week to make his mind up. “What 
do you say? Do we go out to California, or stay here?” 


Mel and Sam exchanged a long, careful look between them, and 
Ollie found himself hoping that they'd say no. 


“T say we do it.” Mel astounded him, and Sam sat back and 
grinned. 


“Yeah, Dad. Let's go. We can go to Disneyland every Sunday.” 


He sat staring at them, still stunned by their decision. “Do you 
mean it?” They nodded, and feeling as if he were living in a dream, 
the next day he went to work and told them he would go. He flew to 
Los Angeles that Sunday, looked for a house to rent, spent three 
days looking at schools, another week getting to know the people at 
the office, and came back to wind things up in New York. 


Faithful Aggie had agreed to go with them, and he had decided 
not to sell the house in Purchase, but to keep it until he knew 
everything was right for them on the West Coast. The hardest part 
of all was telling Benjamin they were going, but he made a deal 
with him that at least relieved his mind about his son. Benjamin and 


Sandra agreed to move into the house in Purchase with the baby. He 
told them they could take care of it for him/and it would be a load 
off his mind if they'd “help him.” 


“You're sure, Dad? You're not just doing us a favor?” 


“No, I'm not, Son. There's another alternative too.” He held his 
breath. “You could leave Sandra and Alex in an apartment here, and 
come to the West Coast with us.” But Benjamin only shook his head 
sadly. He wasn't leaving them. He couldn't. Sandra had no idea how 
to cope, and Alex was his baby. 


“We'll be okay here.” He had found another job, and with free 
rent in his father's house, that would be one less expense for them. 


It all happened like a whirlwind. They packed, they went. They 
cried, they waved. And the week before Thanksgiving they left for 
Los Angeles, to begin a whole new life in California. 


As the plane set down at Los Angeles airport, Oliver looked at Mel 
and Sam and wondered what he'd done. 


“Ready?” He grinned nervously at them, praying that they'd like 
the house he'd rented in Bel Air. It was an incredible place with a 
deck, a sauna, a Jacuzzi in every bath, and a swimming pool twice 
the size of the one in Purchase. It had belonged to an actor who'd 
gone broke, and was renting it until he decided to sell it. 


They picked Andy up at the baggage claim in the big cage he'd 
traveled in, and Aggie straightened her hat, and smiled. 


There was a limousine waiting for them at the airport, and the 
children got into it with wide eyes, as Andy barked and wagged his 
tail. Oliver wondered for the hundredth time if he'd done something 
totally crazy. But if he had, no one seemed to mind. Not yet, at 
least. He sat back against the seat and took both his children's hands 
tightly in his own. 


“T hope you like the house, guys.” 


“We will.” Sam smiled, as he looked out the window, and Mel 
looked suddenly very grown up, as they drove through the Los 
Angeles traffic to the new home their father had found them in Bel 


Air. It was a whole new world, a new life for them, but they didn't 
seem to mind it. And as he looked out the window, only Oliver was 
frightened by the prospect of what they were doing. 


Chapter 21 


The house was exactly what the children had drearned it would be. 
It was perfect for them, and Oliver was thrilled. In a matter of 
weeks, they had settled in, and all three of them were thriving. Even 
Agnes was in ecstasy over their new home, and after foraging 
around the local shops, she found everything she wanted. 


Mel loved her school, and Sam invited two new friends to their 
pool to swim over Thanksgiving weekend. Only the holiday seemed 
a little strange for them, without Benjamin, or their grandfather, 
and they were a long way from Sarah too. They were going to spend 
the Christmas holidays with her. And it seemed amazing to them 
they had only been there a month, when they packed their things to 
leave to join her in Boston for their Christmas vacation. 


Oliver drove them to the airport, and much as he knew he would 
miss them over the holidays, he was grateful to have a few weeks to 
work late at the office. He needed the time to dig into all the 
projects that had been waiting for him when he arrived. And the 
one person he really missed was Daphne. He missed her good eye, 
her bright mind, her clear judgment, and creative solutions to his 
office problems. More than once, he called her for advice, and 
express-mailed papers to her to see what she thought of his ideas for 
new campaigns, and presentations to new clients, He wished they 
had sent her to Los Angeles too, but he also knew she would never 
have gone. Her relationship with the man in New York was too 
important to her. She would rather have given up her job than the 
married man she had given up her life for thirteen years before. 


The next few weeks flew by, and it was Christrhas almost before 
they knew it. The children decorated the Christmas tree before they 
left, and they exchanged gifts with their father, before flying off to 
spend Christmas with Sarah. And suddenly as he returned to the 
empty house the day they left, he realized that it was going to be his 
first Christmas alone, the first one without them, and without Sarah. 
It would be easier just forgetting about it, and plunging into work. 
He had more than enough to occupy him in the two weeks they'd be 
gone. And by the next afternoon, he was startled when one of his 
staff knocked hesitantly on the door of his office. 


“Mr. Watson, Harry Branston thought you might like to see this.” 
The young woman put an invitation on his desk, and he glanced at 
it. But he was too busy to read it until several hours later. It was an 
invitation to a Christmas party one of the networks gave every year, 
for their stars, their staff, their friends, and major advertisers, and 
one of the biggest clients the agency had was that particular 
network. It seemed the politic thing to do to attend, but he didn't 
see how he could spare the time, and he wasn't really in the mood. 
He put it aside, and decided to see how his day went. It was four 
days hence, and the last thing on his mind that Friday afternoon, 
when he found the invitation in a stack of work on his desk, was to 
go to a party. He knew he wouldn't know anyone there, and he 
couldn't imagine that anyone would notice his absence. He put it 
aside again, and suddenly it was as though he could hear Daphne's 
voice urging him to go. It was exactly the kind of thing she would 
have told him to do, for the sake of the agency, and to establish 
himself as the new head of the L.A. office. “All right ... all right ...” 
he muttered, “I'll go.” And then he smiled to himself, thinking of her 
again and how much he missed their spaghetti dinners. That had 
been one of the hardest things about coming to L.A. He had no 
friends here. And surely no one like Daphne. 

He called for the office limousine, which he seldom used, but on 
occasions like this it was helpful. The driver would know where it 
was, and he wouldn't have to worry about parking. 


The party was being held on one of the huge studio sets, and as 
the limousine glided onto the lot, a guard checked a list for his 
name, and then waved them on. It was all still a little bit like a 
dream to him, or playing a part in an unfamiliar movie. 


Two young women showed him the way, and the next thing he 
knew, he was in the midst of hundreds of people, festively dressed 
and drinking champagne, on a set that looked like a huge hotel 
lobby. There was a gigantic Christmas tree towering over them, and 
network executives were greeting everyone. He felt silly being there 
at first, like a new kid in school, but no one seemed to notice. He 
introduced himself several times, and was secretly impressed when 
he saw faces he knew, they were stars of successful shows, decked 
out in sequins and sparkles. The women were beautiful, and the 
men were handsome, too, and he was suddenly sorry that Mel 
wasn't there. She would have been awestruck by it all, and she 
would have loved it. He even saw the star of Sam's favorite show, a 
freckled-faced boy whose wisecracks Sam always repeated ad 
infinitum. 

He turned away then to make room for someone coming through 
and inadvertently stepped on someone else's toes. He jumped aside 
with an apology on his lips, and turned to find the most beautiful 
woman he'd ever seen standing just behind him. Her face was 
flawless, her eyes were green, and her hair was the color of 
burnished copper. “I ... I'm sorry ... I didn't see ...”He realized that 
he'd seen her before but he wasn't sure where. And when she looked 
at him, she smiled, exposing perfect teeth, but for all her incredible 
looks, she was perfectly at ease in a pair of red leather slacks and a 
simple black sweater. And she had the smile of a little girl, and not 
a movie star. She was surprisingly small, and everything about her 
seemed tiny and perfect. “I'm awfully sorry,” he said again, having 
landed full on her foot, but she just laughed as she watched the 
crowd milling around them. 


“Crazy, isn't it? I come every year and I always wonder why. It 
just looks like they call central casting and say, Okay, Joe, send up a 
bunch of bodies for a party.' Then they stick a glass of champagne in 


their hands and tell everyone to have a good time.” She laughed 
again as she watched them, and then her eyes met Oliver's full on. 
This was a new breed to him, the perfect face, the beautifully 
groomed red hair, everyone in Los Angeles looked so “done up” to 
him, so studied in the way they dressed and made up. They made a 
lifetime of how they looked, and yet somehow he sensed that this 
girl was different. 


“T know I shouldn't ask you this, I should probably know, but do 
you work here?” 


“You could say that. You don't, though, do you?” If he had, he 
would have known who she was, but it didn't bother her that he 
didn't. In some ways, it was a lot nicer for her this way. 


“T work for an ad agency.” He didn't want to tell her he ran it. “I 
just moved out from New York a few weeks ago. It's a lot different 
here, but I like it a lot.” 


“Wait a while. It gets pretty crazy out here. I've been here for ten 
years, and I still feel like Alice in Wonderland.” It was a sensation 
he was beginning to know well, and he suddenly wondered what 
she would look like without the carefully groomed hair and expertly 
applied makeup. 


“Where were you from before that?” 


“Nebraska.” She laughed, “Would you believe? I came out here to 
go to UCLA and become a 'star.' And my folks still think I'm crazy 
for staying out here. Sometimes, so do I, but you get hooked on the 
action after a while. I love being in this business.” She looked 
excited as she spoke, and he liked the look in her eyes. She was 
alive and full of fun, and she didn't seem to be taking any of it 
seriously. And then, as they were speaking, someone came up to her 
and asked for an autograph. She signed it without making a big fuss, 
smiled, thanked them, and turned back to Ollie. He was looking 
frankly embarrassed by then, and realized that he should have 
known who she was. 


“All right. Tomorrow I'm going to be mortified. I'm going to find 
out who you are and feel like a complete jerk. Why don't you tell me 


now so I can feel like an ignorant fool and get it over with?” He was 
smiling too. “Who are you?” 


“Little Red Riding Hood,” she teased. “To tell you the truth, I was 
enjoying the fact that you didn't know me. I hate to spoil that.” 


“T promise I'll forget as soon as you tell me.” 


“Good.” She held out a hand to him in formal greeting. “In that 
case, I'm Charlotte Sampson.” She was the star of one of the 
network's major shows, a dramatic prime-time show that ran 
weekly. She had a male co-star and an audience of some eighty 
million viewers. 


“Oh my God ...” He did feel like a real fool, and Mel was going to 
die when she heard he had met her. “I can't believe it.” 


“Now that we've gotten that over with, who are you?” He had 
shaken her hand and forgotten to tell her his name. He couldn't 
believe that he hadn't recognized her, but he had never realized that 
she was that small, and that young and vivacious and pretty. She 
was very serious on the show, and she usually wore her hair in a 
different style, but he was staring at her again, and he felt like a real 
hick as he introduced himself to her at last. 


“T'm sorry. You really took me by surprise. I'm Oliver Watson. This 
is all very Hollywood for us folks from back East. I'm afraid I'm not 
used to running into stars every day, let alone trampling their feet.” 


“Not to worry. Last time he was here my dad walked right up to 
Joan Collins on the set and told her she looked just like a Sunday 
school teacher he knew back in Nebraska. It was the first time I've 
ever seen her speechless. He just patted her on the back, and kept 
on going.” 

“Maybe I should try that. But you don't look like a Sunday school 
teacher to me.” More like the girl next door. But an exceptionally 
beautiful one. She was really lovely, and her flame-red hair 
intrigued him. He could tell from the color of her creamy skin that 
she was a natural redhead. 


“You don't look like an ad man to me. You look like one of the 
guys on our show.” She laughed, and he could see that she did that 
often. She was an easygoing girl, with none of the mannerisms or 
affectations of someone as important and successful as she was. 


“T'm afraid I don't think so.” 


“What brought you out here, by the way?” There were people she 
knew milling everywhere, waving at her, blowing kisses, making 
signs, but she seemed perfectly content to continue talking to Ollie. 


“The agency did. Someone got sick, and they brought me in to fill 
in for him. It was kind of short notice, but it's worked out really 
well.” And then suddenly, he felt very guilty. “Miss Sampson, should 
I be keeping you? I imagine there are a lot more important people 
you should be talking to than the network's ad man.” 


“T've already paid my dues. I came early, drank a glass of 
champagne, and kissed the head of the network. What more do they 
want? A little tap dance? I gave at the office. I'm on my time now. 
And I like talking to you. It's a lot easier than talking to a lot of 
nervous stars whose shows are slipping in the ratings.” But hers 
wasn't, that was for sure. She had been nominated for the Emmy 
that year, even though she hadn't won it. Which made him feel even 
more a fool for not knowing who she was when he first saw her. 
“What have you been doing in Los Angeles, Oliver, since you got 
here?” 


“Work ... work some more ... more work ... settle in ... to tell you 
the truth, I haven't seen anything except my house and my office.” 


“That doesn't sound like much fun. Have you been to dinner 
anywhere?” 


“Not yet, except once with my kids. We went to the Hard Rock 
Cafe, which they loved. I felt four hundred years old, and as though 
I was losing my hearing.” 


She laughed, she liked it, but it made her feel that way too, only 
because it was difficult to talk there. But the decor was fabulous, 
and she was particularly fond of looking at Elvis Presley's old car 


seeming to plunge through the roof. It brought out the kid in her 
every time she saw it. “Have you been to Spago yet?” 


“T'm afraid not.” 


“We'll have to go sometime.” It sounded like the L.A. version of 
“let's have lunch sometime,” and he didn't take her seriously when 
she said it. And then, looking interested, “How old are your kids?” 


“T have a daughter who's sixteen, a son who's ten, and another son 
who stayed back East who's eighteen.” 


“That sounds nice,” she smiled at him, with a faint look of regret. 
She really liked him. “How old's your wife?” She looked straight 
into his eyes, and he laughed at the directness of what she'd asked 
him. 

“Forty-two, actually, and we're divorced.” Or as good as. The 
papers would be final in eight weeks, and in his heart, where it 
mattered, the bond had been severed at last. And Charlotte Sampson 
grinned broadly at him when he answered. 


“My, that is good news! I was beginning to worry!” He was 
flattered by her words, and the attention she was lavishing on him. 
He really felt he didn't deserve it. Maybe she was just shy, and didn't 
like big parties. “Are your kids here now?” 


“No, they just went East a few days ago, to spend Christmas with 
their mother in Boston.” 


“T thought you said you lived in New York.” She looked suddenly 
puzzled, “And why aren't they with you for Christmas?” 


“Because they live with me all year round. And we did live in 
New York. But she lives in Boston. She left a year ago to go back to 
school, and ...” He looked at her, Hollywood or not, he was going to 
tell her the truth, even though he wasn't even sure she cared, but 
she acted as though she did, and she seemed like a nice person. “She 
left us ... me and the kids ... so they live with me now.” 


She looked at him, soberly suddenly, brushing the long red hair 
off her shoulders. “That sounds like a long, painful story.” 


“It was. For a while. It's a short story now. She's happy. We're 
fine. You adjust to things if you have to.” 


“The kids too?” 

He nodded. “They're doing fine. By now, I think they can weather 
anything. They're a good group.” 

“And you sound like a good father.” 


“Thank you, ma'am.” He took a brief bow and they both laughed 
and one of the network heads came up to greet them both. He 
kissed Charlotte on both cheeks, and shook Oliver's hand, and told 
him he'd been keeping an eye out for him for the past hour. 


“T want to introduce you to some of our friends, but I see you've 
already met my favorite lady.” 


“T attempted to trample her as I came through the door, and she 
was kind enough not to have me thrown out, or sue. She's probably 
too lame now to move, so we've been standing here chatting, while I 
bore her with tales of my children.” 


“T've enjoyed talking to you, Oliver.” She looked almost hurt as 
the other man laughed, and then she turned to her network boss and 
almost pouted. “I suppose you're going to take him away now.” 


“T should. I'll bring him back if you like,” and then he turned to 
Oliver with a supposed word of warning. “Watch out for her, she 
hates movie stars, she loves kids, and dogs, and she never forgets 
her lines. I don't trust women like that, do you? And what's more 
she's too goddamn good-looking. You should see her at four A.M., 
it'd make you sick, no makeup and a face like an angel.” 


“Come on, Howie, knock it off! You know what I look like in the 
morning!” She was laughing and Oliver looked amused. She looked 
like a good sport, and he would have loved to see her at 4:00 A.M., 
with or without her makeup. “He's telling lies, all lies, I hate kids 
and dogs' But she hadn't sounded like it when they talked about his 
children. 


“Okay, Charlie, go play, while I take Oliver around. I'll bring him 
back in a little while.” But when they left her, much to Oliver's 


regret, “Howie” introduced him to absolutely every human being of 
any importance on the set, and it was an hour before he got back to 
the spot where he had left her. And of course she was gone. He 
hadn't expected her to wait ... not really ... except that he would 
have loved it if she had. He quietly walked away, and went to look 
for his limousine, and then much to his amazement, in the distance, 
getting into a red Mercedes, he saw her. She was wearing her hair in 
two pigtails, and she had taken off her makeup, and she had an old 
black leather coat on. He waved to her, and she saw him and waved 
back, and then hesitated for a minute, as though waiting for him to 
approach her. He walked over to her then, wanting to tell her how 
much he'd enjoyed meeting her, and she smiled as he came closer. 


“On your way home?” She nodded, and smiled up at him, 
suddenly looking like a kid. But a very pretty one as he watched 
her. 


“T have two weeks off until after the holidays. We went on hiatus 
tonight. What about you? Finished with your duties in there?” She 
smiled easily at him and he nodded. He wanted to ask her out, but 
he didn't quite dare, and then he decided what the hell, all she 
could do was say no, even if she was Charlotte Sampson. 


“Have you eaten yet?” 


She shook her head, and then her face lit up. “Want to go for a 
pizza at Spago? I'm not sure we'll get in, but we can try. It's usually 
pretty crowded.” That was the understatement of the year. It was 
usually wall-to-wall bodies, willing to wait a lifetime for Wolfgang 
Puck's terrific meals, and a glimpse of the stars who hung out there. 


“Tid love it.” He looked thrilled, and glanced over his shoulder at 
the limousine. “Can I give you a ride? Or should I follow you?” 

“Why don't you just ride with me?” 

“You wouldn't mind?” It would certainly be simpler. 

She smiled warmly again. She liked the way he looked, and the 
way he sounded. She liked his easy air, and there was something 
quiet and confident about him. He looked like someone you could 
count on. “Of course not.” 


He dismissed the driver quickly then, as though he was afraid 
she'd change her mind, and slid into the front seat beside her. And 
then suddenly she turned to him. “I have a better idea. Sometimes 
Spago can be pretty noisy. I know another Italian place on Melrose. 
It's called Chianti. It's dark and no one will see us there. We can call 
from here, and see if they'll take us.” She pointed to a small red 
phone hanging from the dashboard, and operated it with one hand 
as she started the car, while he watched with amusement. 
“Something wrong?” 


“No. I'm just impressed.” 
“Yeah,” she grinned. “It's a long way from Lincoln, Nebraska.” 


The restaurant answered on the first ring, and they would be 
happy to give Miss Sampson a table. And it was a perfect choice. It 
was small, and dark and intimate, and there was nothing “nouvelle 
anything” about it. It looked the way Italian restaurants used to 
look, and the food on the menu sounded delicious. The headwaiter 
took their order quickly, and they settled back side by side against 
the banquette, while Oliver tried to absorb it all. He was having 
dinner with the Charlotte Sampson. But this was Hollywood, wasn't 
it? And for the flash of an instant, he thought of Megan in New 
York. How different this was. That had been so sophisticated and a 
little decadent, and somehow this seemed so simple. But Charlotte 
was that kind of person. She seemed very real. 


“This was a great idea.” He looked pleased, and they both dove 
into the breadsticks. They were starving. 


“It's so wonderful not to have to worry about going to work at 
four o'clock in the morning tomorrow It really makes a mess of your 
social life sometimes. Most of the time I'm too tired to go anywhere 
at night, except home to bed. I take a bath, and then I crawl into 
bed with the next day's script, and by nine o'clock I'm out cold with 
the lights out.” 


“What about all the famous Hollywood parties?” 


“They're for morons. Except the duty calls like tonight. The rest of 
them you can have. The ones like the one tonight are dangerous not 


to go to. You don't want to get anyone mad at the network.” 
“So I've heard. Is it really as tense as all that?” 


“Sometimes, if your ratings aren't great. This is a lousy business.” 
And then she laughed. “But I love it. I love the excitement of it, the 
hard work, the challenges of doing difficult scripts. There are other 
things I'd like to do more, but this has been a terrific experience.” 
She had been doing the show for two years. 


“What would you rather do?” 


“Professionally?” It was an interesting question. “Shakespeare 
probably. I did a lot of repertory in college, and summer stock after 
that, when I couldn't get any other work. I like live theater. The 
pressure of it. The demand that you remember all your lines and do 
it right night after night. I think the ultimate, for me, would be a 
Broadway play.” He nodded, he could see that. It was kind of the 
pinnacle of the art form, but what she did had merit too. He 
admired her a lot for what she did. And it was harder work than it 
appeared. He knew that much. 


“Have you done any films?” 


“One.” She laughed. “It was a disaster. The only person who saw 
it and liked it was my grandmother, in Nebraska.” 


They both laughed and their dinner arrived then, as they chatted 
on endlessly about their work, his kids, the pressures of their jobs, 
and how he felt about suddenly running the L.A. office. “Advertising 
must be rough. You screw up once, and you lose the client.” She had 
heard horror stories for years, but he looked surprisingly calm 
considering the kind of pressure he worked under. 


“It's no different from what you do. They don't give you much 
leeway either.” 

“That's why you need something else, so you never really care too 
much. There has to be something else that matters in your life.” 

“Like what?” 


She answered without hesitation. “A husband, marriage, kids. 
People you love, something else you know how to do, because one 


day, the shows, the autographs, the hoopla, it's all gone, and you 
have to watch out you don't go with it.” It was an intelligent way to 
look at what she did, and he respected her for it, but what she had 
just said suddenly made him wonder. 


“Ts there something you're not telling me, Miss Sampson? Is your 
husband about to walk through the door and punch me in the 
nose?” She laughed at the thought and shook her head as she dug 
into her pasta. 


“No chance of that, I'm afraid. I was married once, a long time 
ago, when I was twenty-one. It lasted about ten minutes after I got 
out of college.” 


“What happened?” 


“Simple. He was an actor. Instant death. And I've never met 
anyone else I wanted to marry. In this business, you don't meet too 
many men you'd want to spend the rest of your life with.” She had 
also gone out with a producer for several years, but that had never 
come to anything. And after that, she had gone long periods without 
anyone, or dated people who weren't in the business. “I'm too 
choosy, I guess. My mom says I'm over the hill now.” She looked at 
him soberly, but there was a twinkle of mischief. “I'll be thirty-four 
next month. Getting a little ripe for marriage, I guess.” 


He laughed openly at the remark. She looked about twenty. “I 
wouldn't quite say that, or is that how they look at it out here?” 


“If you're over twenty-five, you're dead. By thirty you've had your 
first face-lift. At thirty-five, you've had two, and your eyes done at 
least once. Maybe twice. At forty, it's all over. See what I mean, 
you've got to have something else in your life.” She sounded as 
though she meant it as he listened. 


“And if not a husband and kids, then what?” 


“Something to occupy your mind. I used to do a lot of volunteer 
work with handicapped kids. Lately, I haven't had much time 
though.” 


“T'll lend you mine.” 


“What are they like?” She sounded interested and he was touched. 
It was hard to believe she was successful and famous. She was so 
real and so down-to-earth, and he liked that a lot. He liked 
everything he had seen so far. It almost made him forget the way she 
looked. Her looks seemed unimportant suddenly compared to the 
rest. She was beautiful inside, and he liked that even better. And as 
he thought about it, he tried to answer her question about his 
children. 


“Mel is intelligent and responsible, and she desperately wants to 
be an actress. Or at least that's what she thinks now. God knows 
what she'll want to be later. But she wants to major in drama at 
college. She's a junior in high school. She's tall and blond, and a nice 
kid. I think you'll like her.” He suddenly assumed that the two 
would meet, and then wondered if he was assuming too much, but 
Charlotte didn't flinch when he said it. “And Sam's a cute kid, he's 
ten, and a little fireball. Everybody seems to love him.” And then he 
told her about Benjamin and Sandra and the baby. 


“That sounds like a heavy trip. And it must be very rough on 
him.” 

“It is. He's determined to do the right thing, if it kills him. He 
doesn't seem to love the girl, but he's crazy about the baby.” 


“So you're a grandfather then.” She suddenly looked at him with 
mischief in her eyes. They were the same green as his, though 
neither of them had noticed. “You didn't tell me that when we met.” 
Ollie laughed at the way she said it. 


“Does that make a big difference?” 


“Tremendous. Wait till I tell my folks that I went out with a 
grandfather. They'll really wonder what I've been up to.” It sounded 
as though she was close to them, and he liked that about her. He 
even told her about his father and Margaret. 


“They're coming out in January to see the kids. She's the best 
thing that ever happened to him, although I didn't think so at first. 
It was a hell of a shock when he married her so soon after my 
mother's death.” 


“It's funny, no matter how old we are, where our parents are 
concerned, we're still children. Don't you think?” 


“T do. I resented the hell out of her at first. But he has a right to 
some happiness in his last years.” 


“He could live to a ripe old age.” She smiled. 
“T hope he does.” 
“T hope I meet them,” she said softly. 


They finished dinner then, and chatted on for a while over coffee, 
and then they went back to her car, and on the way out two people 
stopped her for autographs. But she didn't seem to mind. She was 
friendly and kind, and almost grateful. He commented on it as they 
got back in her car, and she looked at him with her wide green eyes 
and a serious expression. 


“You can never forget, in this business, that those people make 
you what you are. Without them, you're nothing. I don't ever forget 
it.” And the beauty of it was that it hadn't gone to her head. She was 
amazingly modest, and almost humble. 


“Thank you for having dinner with me tonight.” 


“T had a wonderful time, Oliver.” And she looked as though she 
meant it. 


She drove him back to the house in Bel Air and when they got 
there, he seemed to hesitate, not sure whether to ask her in or not, 
and then finally he did, but she said she was really tired, And then, 
suddenly, she remembered something. 


“What are you doing over the holidays, with your kids gone?” 


“Not much. I was going to catch up on my work at the office. 
This'll be my first Christmas without them.” 


“T usually go home too. But I just couldn't this year. I'm shooting a 
commercial next week, and I wanted to study the next scripts. We 
have a new writer. Would you like to do something on Sunday?” It 
was Christmas Eve, and he was trying not to think about it, but her 
offer sounded much too appealing to decline. 


“Tid love it. We could have dinner here.” Agnes was around, even 
with the children gone, but Charlotte had a better idea. 


“How about if I make you a turkey? The real thing. Would you 
like that?” 


“T'd love it.” 


“We can go to church afterward. And there are some friends I 
always go to visit on Christmas Day. Would you like to join me for 
that too?” 


“Charlotte, I'd love that. But are you sure there isn't something 
else you'd rather do? I don't want to intrude. I'll be fine, you know.” 
Fine, but very lonely. 


“Well, I won't,” she said with a soft smile. “I'll be really 
disappointed if you don't come. Christmas is very important to me, 
and I like spending it with people I care about. I'm not into fake 
Christmas trees sprayed silver and all the garbage that goes with it. 
Your typical Hollywood Yule.” 


“Then I'll be there. What time?” 


“Come at five o'clock. We can eat at seven, and go to church at 
midnight.” She scribbled the address down for him, and he got out 
of the car, feeling dazed, as she thanked him again, and drove off 
with a wave. He stood for a long moment watching the little red car 
disappear down the hill, wondering if it had really happened. It was 
all like a dream. But Christmas with her was even more dreamlike. 


She was waiting for him in a white hostess gown. The house was 
decorated beautifully. It was in the Hollywood hills, on Spring Oak 
Drive. And it had the cozy look of an old farm. And she laughed and 
said it reminded her of Nebraska. There were rough-hewn floors, 
beam ceilings, and huge fireplaces, one at each end of the room, and 
in front of them huge, overstuffed couches. The kitchen was almost 
as big as the living room, with another fireplace and a cozy table set 
for two. And there was a Christmas tree blinking brightly in the 
corner. And upstairs there were two handsome bedrooms, one 
which was obviously hers, done in pink and flowered chintzes. The 
other a cheerful yellow guest room, where her parents stayed when 


they came, which she said wasn't often enough. It didn't have one- 
tenth the sophistication of Megan's penthouse in New York, but it 
had ten times the warmth, and he loved it. 


She had chilled a bottle of white wine for him, and the turkey was 
roasting happily in the oven. She had made chestnut puree, mashed 
potatoes and yams, there were tiny peas, cranberry jelly, and lots of 
stuffing. And when they sat down to eat, it was a royal feast, which 
reminded him in a comfortable way of the Christmases he had 
shared at home with Sarah and, long before, his parents. He had 
expected to eat a pastrami sandwich in his office, or stop at 
Hamburger Hamlet on the way home. He had never expected this, 
or to be with Charlotte Sampson. It was as though she had fallen 
into his arms, like a gift from heaven. And as he sat down at the 
table, he put a small gift on the table for her. He had been so 
touched by her invitations that he had wanted to get her something 
nice for Christmas. And he had stopped at Cartier the day before to 
buy her a simple gold bangle. And she was deeply moved by it, and 
embarrassed that she hadn't gotten him a present. 


“This is my gift, silly girl. A Christmas dinner right out of a fairy 
tale.” She looked pleased that it meant so much to him, and they 
chatted and laughed, and after dinner he used his credit card and 
called the kids at Sarah's. It was odd speaking to them, and not 
being there, but they sounded as though they were having fun. 
There was a lot of laughing and squealing and passing the phone 
around, and it wasn't even awkward when he talked to Sarah. He 
wished her well, and then got off the phone. He called his father, 
too, and his father sounded happier than he had in a long time. It 
was amazing, too, to realize that Sarah had left them exactly a year 
before. And he said as much to Charlotte. It was easy talking to her. 
And she had made mince and apple pie for dessert, which she 
smothered with whipped cream and hard sauce. 


“Do you still miss her, Oliver?” she asked as they sat looking out 
at the view and finishing their Christmas dinner. 

But he shook his head, honest with her. “Not anymore. It's weird 
even remembering being married to her. She seems like a stranger 


now, and I guess she is. But it was brutal at first. I really thought I 
wouldn't survive it. But I had to for the kids. I think they were what 
kept me going.” She nodded, it made sense to her. And she thought 
he was lucky to have them. “I guess we never wanted the same 
things, and I tried to ignore that for all those years. But she never 
forgot what she wanted.” 


“Funny how sometimes that kind of persistence is a real virtue, 
and other times it's a real sin, isn't it?” 


“In her case, I guess getting married was just a big mistake, but 
I'm glad we did, or we wouldn't have had the children.” 


“They mean everything to you, Oliver, don't they?” 


“They do,” he admitted to her, “maybe too much so. I haven't 
done much else with myself for the last year.” With the exception of 
Megan, and that had been a momentary aberration, a month of 
utter, total, and delicious madness. 


“Maybe you needed the time to think, to figure out what you 
want now.” 


“T suppose so. I'm not sure I have the answer to that yet, but 
maybe I don't need to figure that one out for the time being.” He 
smiled at her, and she poured him a delicious cup of steaming 
coffee. He felt as though he were going to explode, which was 
exactly what Christ- mas dinners were meant for. He was happy and 
sated, and totally enjoying being with this woman. He felt as though 
she had been made for him, except for the fact that she was 
Charlotte Sampson. “What about you?” He turned to her then. “Do 
you know what you're after, Charlotte?” 


She grinned at him, “You know, I wish you'd call me Charlie. All 
my close friends do.” It was amazing to be considered one of them, 
but he had to admit that he liked the idea. “I always think of that at 
year end ... where I'm going ... where I want to be next year, and 
what I want to be doing. The same thing, I guess, as long as it 
works,” they both knew she meant the show, “and for the rest, 
whatever comes, whatever's right. I have my dreams, like everyone 
else, but a lot of them have come true already.” She seemed 


perfectly content with her life. She wasn't seeking, or striving, or 
wishing she had more than she did. “I'd love to be married and have 
kids one day, but if that's not in the cards, then I guess it was never 
meant to be. You can't make yourself crazy over things like that 
anyway, and they only happen if they're meant to.” She was 
strangely philosophical, and wonderfully peaceful. 


He helped her clean up, and at ten o'clock they had another cup 
of coffee, and shortly before midnight, he drove her to Beverly Hills, 
to the Church of the Good Shepherd, and they sat very close to each 
other during the midnight service. It was exactly what it should 
have been, and at the end, with the lights, the trees and the incense, 
they all sang Christmas carols. It was one-thirty when they got out, 
and he drove her slowly home, feeling happy and warm and 
complete. So much so, he almost didn't miss the children. 


He was going to drop her off when they got back, but when they 
got to her place, she suddenly looked at him strangely. 


“T know this may sound weird to you, Oliver, but it's so lonely 
going home alone on Christmas Eve. Would you like to spend the 
night in my guest room?” They had met only two days before, and 
he had just shared Christmas with her, and now she was inviting 
him into her home, as a guest, not with the lust that Megan had 
shown, but with kindness and warmth and respect, and he suddenly 
wanted to stay more than anything in the world. He wanted to be 
with her, for tonight, for a week, for a year, maybe even for a 
lifetime. 


“T'd love that, Charlie.” He leaned over and kissed her then, but it 
was a chaste, gentle kiss, and they walked into her house hand in 
hand, as she led him upstairs and turned the bed down. The room 
had a bathroom of its own, and she kept nightclothes and a robe for 
friends who stayed, and fussed over him like a mother hen, and then 
finally left him alone with a warm smile and a “Merry Christmas.” 
And he lay in her guest room bed for a long, long time, thinking of 
her and wanting to go to her, but he knew it wouldn't be fair to take 
advantage of her kindness now, and he lay there like a child wishing 
he could climb into bed with his mother, but not quite daring. 


And when he awoke the next day, he could smell pancakes and 

sausages and hot coffee. He brushed his teeth with the new 
toothbrush she had left, shaved, and went downstairs in the robe, 
curious to see what she was up to. 
“Merry Christmas, Oliver!” she called as he came through the 
kitchen door, and he smiled, watching her work, and two minutes 
later, she had a sumptuous breakfast ready. There were all the 
things he had smelled, and more, bacon, eggs, freshly squeezed 
orange juice, and coffee. 


“Merry Christmas, Charlie. You may never get me out of here if 
you keep feeding me like this. This is some hotel you run.” 

She laughed happily at him. “I'm glad you like it, sir. 

And then, without warning, he leaned over and kissed her. But 
this time the kiss was more fervent than he had dared to let it be the 
night before. And when she pulled away at last, they were both 
more than a little breathless. “My, my, Oliver, that's quite a good 
morning.” 


“It's in keeping with the quality of the breakfast.” He took two 
bites of the eggs, and then reached for her again, suddenly unable to 
stay away from her any longer. She was too good to be true, and he 
was afraid she'd disappear before his very eyes if he didn't grab her. 


“Be a good boy, Oliver,” she scolded with a smile, “eat your 
breakfast.” 


“T'm not sure what I want more,” he suddenly grinned like a kid in 
a toy shop at Christmas, “this breakfast, or you.” He looked up at 
her again with a broad smile. “For the moment, you're winning.” 

“Behave yourself, or Santa won't bring you anything. Eat up.” 

“Yes, ma'am.” Actually, he still thought Santa had put her in his 
stocking, and the studio head had been right, without makeup, with 
her hair pulled back, fresh-faced and clean, she looked absolutely 
gorgeous in the morning. 

And after they were through, she disappeared, and came back 
with a little blue velvet box and set it down next to him, She had 


remembered it after church late the night before, and now she 
watched him open it with pleasure. It was a beautiful antique 
pocket watch, with a smooth, elegant face and roman numerals, and 
he stared at it in amazement. 


“Tt was my grandfather's, Ollie ... do you like it?” 


“T love it! But you can't give me something like this!” He hardly 
knew her. What if he were a rotter or a cad, or she never saw him 
again. It didn't seem right, but as he tried to give it back to her, she 
refused to take it. 


“T want you to have it. You're a very special man, and for me, this 
has been a very special Christmas. I told you, I always go home 
every year and this year I couldn't. And with all the people I know, 
there was no one I wanted to spend Christmas with here, except you 

. that says a lot ... so that's for you ... hang on to it ... and 
remember this Christmas.” 


He felt tears in his eyes as he looked up to thank her, and instead 
he pulled her closer to him, and he kissed her even more gently this 
time. She tasted of orange juice and pancakes and sausages, and 
smelled of lavender and violets, and he wanted to hold her for a 
lifetime. 


“I'm crazy about you, Charlie,” he whispered. “Does that make 
any sense to you after three days? ... excuse me, four now.” They 
had met on Thursday, and it was now Monday. 


“No,” she whispered back, “and it scares me to death ... but that's 
how I feel too, and I love it.” 


“What are we going to do, acting like two crazy kids? I just met 
you, and I'm falling in love with you. And you're a famous television 
star, what the hell are you doing with me? What is this all about?” 


“T don't know,” she looked pensive and almost sad, “but being on 
TV doesn't have anything to do with it. I know that much. I think 
we're just two people who met at the right time. We were just very 
lucky.” 


“Ts that what it is?” Or was it more than that? Was it fate? Was it 
destiny? Was it lust, or loneliness? Whatever it was, it was 
wonderful, and at least they could talk about it like their own 
private secret. 


“Do you want to come home with me so I can change?” he asked, 
smiling. 

She nodded happily. It was Christmas Day, and afterward she 
would take him to her friends', and after that she would cook dinner 
for him again. She wanted it never to end, never to change, never to 
stop, and so did Ollie. He just wanted to be with her, and he waited 
while she dressed and then drove her back to his house in Bel Air. 
Agnes was off for the weekend, and he showed her around, showed 
her the kids' rooms, showed her ten thousand photographs they had 
brought from New York, and sat like two children themselves, for 
hours, poring over all of them, while he explained what was what 
and who was where. 


“They're beautiful, Oliver.” 


“So are you,” he whispered hoarsely, and kissed her again. He 
wasn't sure how long he could restrain himself. He wanted her so 
much, and she was so wonderful, just sitting there next to him, on 
the couch. “Want to sit by the pool for a while?” It was a beautiful 
day, sunny and warm, and maybe he wouldn't leap on her if he took 
her outside. He wanted to hold back, to wait, until they were both 
sure it was right. And they lay side by side in the sun, talking again, 
for a long time. There seemed to be so much to say, so much to 
learn, so much to explain and understand about each other. 


And that afternoon, he called Benjamin, and Charlotte listened to 
him with a tender smile, talking to his son. The baby was fine. 
Sandra was out. The house was great. And they hoped to see him 
soon, too, and no, nothing was wrong. She smiled again as he hung 
up. “You're crazy about that kid, aren't you?” 


“Yes.” He smiled ruefully. “I just wish he'd get the hell out of that 
mess and get his ass out here so I could keep an eye on him. And get 


him to go back to school. He's wasting his life on that girl, and at his 
age it's a crime.” 

“Give him a chance. He'll sort it all out for himself in time. We all 
do eventually.” And then, as an afterthought, “You don't suppose 
they'll get married, do you?” 

“No, I don't.” He sighed and put an arm around her and then they 
went to visit her friends. They were directors, both of them, and 
they had done some interesting things, and they had some very nice 
friends. Some well-known people were there, but there were a lot of 
anonymous ones, too, and everyone was simple and direct, and no 
one seemed startled to see Charlotte with Oliver, and they made 
him feel at home, and he had a very good time. They stayed longer 
than they'd planned, and at nine o'clock they went back to Bel Air, 
and decided to go for a swim in his pool. They hadn't had anything 
to eat, but they were both still full from breakfast and lunch, and all 
the nibbles they'd had at her friends' house. 


He lent her one of Mel's suits and went to change, and when he 
came back, she was already in the pool, swimming smooth laps, 
until at last she stopped at his end. 


“You're very good. Is there anything you can't do?” 


“Yeah. A lot.” She was smiling up at him. “I swim a lot for 
exercise, it keeps me in shape.” And it certainly did a good job. The 
body he saw when she emerged to dive off the diving board startled 
him. Her proportions were ideal, her limbs perfectly carved. She 
was an incredibly beautiful girl, wet or dry, morning or night, any 
time of day, anytime, anywhere, and he wanted her now, here, at 
his pool, and he knew he couldn't do that to her. They had just met, 
and in some ways she was an old-fashioned girl. She dived close to 
him then, and came up for air near where he was swimming. “Want 
to race?” She was playing with him and he smiled at her. He had 
been captain of the swimming team a hundred years before, and she 
was no match for him. He beat her hands down, and then pinned 
her to the side of the pool and kissed her. “You're not bad yourself.” 


“Which skill were you referring to, my dear?” he teased. 


“Both, as a matter of fact.” And then she dived after him, and 
swam underwater to the other side, like a little fish. But suddenly he 
couldn't stand it anymore, and he swam after her, circling her waist 
with his hands, and slowly they came up for air together, and he 
held her close, and she put her arms around him and kissed him 
again. 

“T'm not sure I can behave myself, if you want to know the truth.” 
He wanted to be honest with her right from the first. 


“T'm not sure I want you to, Ollie.” And then she kissed him hard, 
and he was overcome with desire, as he peeled her bathing suit 
slowly from her, and ran his hands across her exquisite flesh. They 
were breathing as one suddenly and moving as one, as she pushed 
his bathing suit down, too, and cradled him with her hands. 


“Oh baby ...”he moaned as he felt her touch, “Charlotte ... I love 
you ...”he was embarrassed to have said the words, but he did. He 
loved the way she thought and the way she felt, and the touch of 
her in his hands. His fingers gently touched her inside, and then 
they swam slowly to the steps, hungry with desire, and he laid her 
gently back, and as she kissed him, he entered her and she arched 
her back, and then moved with him, as the warm water surrounded 
them, and it went on endlessly, gentle and beautiful, as if they were 
two people brought together by time and space and kept suspended 
there for as long as they could stand, and finally he lost control and 
shuddered as she clung to him and at the same instant she exploded 
too. She opened her eyes and looked up at him, and kissed him 
again, and said everything he had wanted to hear from the moment 
they met, and as crazy as it seemed, he knew it was true for both of 
them. 


“Ollie,” she whispered in the soft night air, “I love you.” He led 
her gently from the swimming pool then, wrapped her in towels, 
and took her back to his room. And they lay in his bed, whispering 
long into the night, giggling like two kids, sharing secrets and 
dreams. And when he made love to her again, it was clear to both of 
them that it was right. For the first time in their lives, they were 


both where they wanted to be, with the right person at the right 
time in exactly the right way. 


“It's all like a dream, isn't it?” she whispered to him as they 
drifted off to sleep like happy children. 


“Merry Christmas, Charlie,” he whispered back with his arm tight 
around her waist, and he nuzzled her neck. It was the only 
Christmas they had ever known, the only one they would ever want. 
And if it was a dream, he hoped he would never wake from it. 


Chapter 22 


The kids came home after two weeks in Bpston, and Oliver went to 
pick them up, feeling happy and relaxed, and warmed by his love 
for Charlotte. He had missed them as much as he always did when 
they were away, but this time he had had a life of his own while 
they were gone, and the days had flown by as though by magic. He 
was also nervous about their return, fearing that they would sense a 
change in him, and hoping, too, that they would like her. He had 
had the experience once before of the demise of a romance, because 
his lady love and his children didn't get along. He still winced 
thinking back to the time when he had introduced them to Megan. 
But what he shared with Charlotte now was infinitely diffierent. She 
was gentle, she was warm, she was kind and fun to be with. She 
cared about how he felt about things and, unlike Megan had been, 
she was wildly anxious to meet his children and make friends with 
them. 


Sam leapt into his arms the moment he was off the plane, and Mel 
was Close behind with a big grin and a skier's tan. Sarah had taken 
them to New Hampshire to ski for a few days over the New Year's 
weekend. 


“Wow, you two look great!” They had had a good time, and Mel 
mentioned quietly in the car on the way home that their mother was 
recovering slowly from Jean-Pierre. Sarah was working full tilt on 
her novel, and she had decided to dedicate it to Jean-Pierre. He 
didn't ask if there was someone else in her life. He didn't really want 
to know, and he felt it was Sarah's business now, not his. 


“Well, Dad,” Sam snuggled close to him in the car, “did you miss 
us?” 

“Are you kidding, champ? The house was like a tomb without you 
two.” But not always, he smiled to himself, there had been 
Charlotte.... 


“Tt was awfully lonely without you.” He smiled at Mel over Sam's 
head, and he noticed how womanly she had become. In the past few 
months, she had developed a new poise, and after two weeks away 
from her, he could see fresh changes in her again. 


“How's Andy?” Sam inquired about the dog 


“As big a mess as ever,” his father grinned, “he marched across 
the white couch the other day, after wading in the swimming pool. 
Aggie went after him with a broom, and I'm not sure who won. 
After that, he chewed up her curtains.” They all laughed, thinking of 
it, and Oliver tried to sound casual as he carefully phrased his next 
words. “I have a friend coming for dinner tonight, just an 
acquaintance,” he tried to sound cool but wondered if he was 
fooling anyone but himself, his kids were sharp, “I thought you 
might like to meet her.” 


“Someone special, Dad?” Mel wore a curious smile, and raised one 
eyebrow. And that was also a change. Six months before she would 
have been prepared to hate any woman who evidenced an interest 
in her father. But things were different suddenly. She was growing 
up, and she was almost seventeen years old. There was a boy she 
herself was very interested in, in school, and she had come to 
understand finally after the summer with her mother and Jean- 
Pierre, that her parents were never getting back together. It was a 
little harder for Sam to accept that, but he was also more innocent, 
and he didn't seem to notice the catch in his father's voice, but Mel 
had. 


“Just a friend.” 
Mel persisted, as they drove home. “Who is she?” 


“Her name is Charlie ... Charlotte, actually ... and she's from 
Nebraska.” He couldn't think of what else to say, and he didn't want 


to appear to brag by telling her that she was an actress on a 
successful TV show. They'd find that out for themselves eventually 
anyway. Just as Aggie had. Her jaw had dropped in amazement 
when she first saw her. But they had made friends rapidly, and at 
Aggie's request, Charlie brought her autographed pictures to send to 
friends and littke mementoes from the show. By the time the 
children came home, Charlotte had Aggie's full approval. 


They pulled into the driveway. Aggie was waiting to hug them 
both, and had cookies waiting for them. Andy went wild when he 
saw them. Dinner wasn't for another two hours, and Sam insisted 
that he wanted to swim. He couldn't wait to get home to California 
and the pool, after two weeks in the frozen East. He said he had 
never been so cold in his life as he had been in Boston. 


Before Mel even unpacked her bags, she headed straight for the 
phone to call her friends, to find out who had done what with 
whom and what she'd missed over the holidays while she was gone. 
It was obvious they were both glad to be back, and Oliver was 
pleased to see it. He was only sorry that neither of them had had the 
opportunity to see Benjamin this time. He was back working at two 
full-time jobs, and he and Sandra had been tied down with the baby. 
It sounded as though nothing had changed, when he'd asked Mel in 
the car, and she said she thought he sounded depressed, but maybe 
he was just tired. Sandra had been out after midnight, and Benjamin 
had been baby-sitting both times when she called him. 


And promptly at seven o'clock, as Oliver waited nervously in the 
den, listening to the familiar noises of the children upstairs, he saw 
the little red Mercedes pull into the driveway. His heart leapt in his 
chest, and he wanted to run out to Charlie, and kiss her. But he 
restrained himself, and watched her get out of the car, and then 
went sedately to the front door to let her in, wondering if the 
children were watching. 

“Hi, babe,” he whispered as he quickly kissed her neck, and then 
her cheek. “I missed you.” It seemed days since they'd last met, but 
in truth they had been together only that morning. 
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“T missed you too,’ 
they?” 

“Terrific. They had a great time, but they seem happy to be back. 
I told them about you in the car, and so far so good' It was worse 
than introducing a girl to her prospective mother-in-law, but he 
knew how tough kids could be, particularly his own. And Charlotte 
was as nervous about meeting them, as he was about introducing 
her to them. They were like two awkward kids as he escorted her 
into the den, and sat at opposite ends of the room in overstuffed 
chairs, but they wouldn't have fooled anyone. The look that passed 
between them was one of pure adoration. It was a rare thing they 
had found in the last two weeks, and they both knew it. And 
Charlotte knew it was something that had to be shared. 


she whispered like a conspirator, “how are 


He jumped up from the chair then, and dashed upstairs to call 
them, while she wandered around the room, touching things, staring 
into space, and staring blankly at pictures. What if they hated her, if 
his daughter was a brat, and his beloved Sam a little monster. But 
before she could turn tail and run, the dog suddenly bounded into 
the room, followed by Sam, then Mel, and Oliver just behind them. 
It was an instant attack, and the room seemed suddenly full of noise 
and chatter and laughter, and then they all fell silent as they saw 
her. 


Oliver was quick to step forward and introduce them. Mel shook 
her hand, clearly taking stock, and seemed to approve of what she 
saw. In fact, she was impressed. And Sam was staring at her with 
narrowed eyes, as though trying to remember something, but not 
sure what. And there was no denying she was pretty. She had worn 
a sedate navy blue skirt for them, dark blue textured stockings, and 
pretty navy pumps, a white turtleneck sweater, and a blazer. She 
wore less makeup than Mel, which wasn't much, and her hair was 
pulled back in a long, shining ponytail. Her hair was exactly the 
same color as Benjamin's, which was the first thing Mel noticed. 


“It's nice to meet you both,” she smiled, “I've heard a lot about 
you from your father.” 


“Yeah? Like what?” Sam grinned delightedly at her. She was kind 
of cute, and he decided he might like her. “Did he tell you about my 
science experiment?” He had been particularly proud of that, and 
Mel groaned at the thought. 


“No, don't, please ...” She guessed correctly what was coming. 
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“Would you like to see it?” He smiled broadly, and Charlotte 
started to nod, and Mel held out a hand to stop her. 


“Take my advice, don't. He grew a worm farm. It's really 
disgusting.” She and Aggie had forced him to keep it in the garage, 
and he was dying to show his father's friend, as much to show off as 
to test her. 


“T did that once,” she smiled at the boy, “my mother threw it out 
though. I had snakes, and white mice ... and ... a guinea pig. Have 
you ever had a guinea pig, Sam?” He shook his head, duly 
impressed with her. She was obviously a good one. “They're terrific. 
Mine was a longhair. It looked kind of like a cross between a dog 
and a rabbit.” 


“Gee, that sounds great,” and then to Oliver with wide eyes, “Dad, 
can I have one?” 


“You'd better ask Aggie first. She'll probably have to clean it.” 


Agnes called them into dinner then, and they sat down in the 
dining room at the formal table. Charlotte primly put her starched 
white napkin in her lap, and felt Mel's eyes taking everything in, 
from her shining hair, to her perfectly manicured nails. 


They had hamburgers and French fries, Sam's favorite, and a big 
green salad and homemade muffins, and Oliver was instantly 
reminded of the simple meals they'd been cooking for the past two 
weeks in Charlotte's kitchen. He suddenly knew how much he'd miss 
his time alone with her, but he had already promised himself that 
he would spend as much time with her as he could, even after the 
children got back. He had a right to, after all, and they'd have to get 
used to it. And then suddenly, halfway through dinner, Sam let out 
a yell and stared at her. His mouth fell open and his eyes grew wide, 


and then he shook his head ... it couldn't be ... it wasn't her ... or 
was it ... 


“Are you ... have you ever ...” He didn't even know how to begin 
to ask the question, and Charlotte gently laughed at him. She had 
wondered if they would figure it out, but she had figured Mel would 
recognize her first, but she hadn't. 


GCs 


“T think I am,” she said modestly with a mischievous grin, “if 


you're asking what I think you are, Sam.” 
“You're on TV! Wow! ... That's you, isn't it? I mean ...” 


“Yeah, yeah ... that's right.” She looked apologetically at both 
kids, feeling faintly embarrassed. 


“Why didn't you tell us?” Sam seemed almost insulted, and Mel 
looked confused. She knew Charlotte looked familiar, but she still 
didn't know why and she was ashamed to ask now. Obviously she 
should have known and didn't. And she really felt stupid. 


“Tt didn't seem all that important. Sam.” And the beauty of it was, 
she meant it. 


“You said you had a guinea pig! Why didn't you say you had a TV 
show?” 


They all laughed at his reasoning, and Charlotte shook her head, 
and grinned. “They're not exactly the same thing, you know.” 


And then suddenly Mel knew, too, and her eyes grew to be 
enormous. “Oh my God You're Charlotte Sampson!” 


“T am.” She said quietly as Aggie passed another heaping basket of 
the delicious muffins, and glanced at her with pride. It was as 
though she and Charlie were old friends, and Charlotte shot her a 
grateful look, and whispered, “Thanks, Aggie,” as she took another 
muffin from the basket. 


“Why didn't you tell us?” She echoed her brother's words, and 
Charlotte looked at her seriously. 


“Would it have made you like me any better? It shouldn't, you 
know. That kind of thing is nice, but it isn't really very important.” 


“I know, but ...” Wait till she told her friends at school that she 
had actually had dinner with Charlotte Sampson! Lots of kids knew 
famous actors here, some of them were even related to them, but 
she had never known any before, and as she looked Charlotte over 
again more carefully this time, she thought she was terrific. And so 
did her father. He loved the way she was handling his kids, the 
things she said, the way she looked, the values that made her who 
she was, instead of just a famous actress. “Wow, it's really exciting 
to meet you,” Mel said honestly, and Charlotte laughed. 


It was a compliment that meant something to her, especially coming 
from Ollie's daughter. 


“Thank you, Mel. It's exciting to meet you too. I was so nervous 
before I came over tonight, I must have changed my clothes ten 
times!” Ollie was touched, and Mel looked astounded. 


“You? Nervous about meeting us That's amazing! What's it like 
being on TV?” After that, they fired a hundred questions at her, 
about who she knew, who she'd seen, who she worked with, what it 
was like being on-screen, learning lines, was she ever scared, did she 
really like it? 

“Hey, guys, relax,” Oliver intervened at last, “give Charlie a 
chance to eat her dinner at least.” They hadn't let her come up for 
air since they'd figured out who she was, and suddenly into the 
silence Mel asked her a single question. 


“How'd you meet our dad?” She was curious, no longer critical, 
and Charlie smiled tenderly at the question. 


“Just good luck, I guess. A few weeks ago, at a network Christmas 
party.” 

And then Oliver decided to tell them the truth, or part of it 
anyway. He figured they were ready for it. “Charlie was nice enough 
to invite me for Christmas dinner on Christmas Eve.” He didn't tell 
them he'd spent the night with her, however, or made love to her in 
their pool on Christmas Day, or fallen head over heels in love with 
her the moment they met, but Mel could see it, and even Sam 
suspected this was serious. They looked at each other kind of weird, 


more even than Mom and Jean-Pierre. But it was okay with him, he 
thought, Charlotte Sampson was terrific. 


And as soon as they finished dessert, he invited her once again to 
go to the garage with him to view his worm farm. And much to 
Mel's horror, she went, and returned to announce it was much better 
than hers had been. And Sam said proudly he'd won the science 
prize for it, as his sister told him again that he was revolting. 


At nine o'clock, Sam went to bed, and Mel stayed downstairs to 
talk to her about scripts and agents and acting. Charlotte confessed 
she had always wanted to do a Broadway play, and finally, with 
regret, she looked at her watch, and admitted she had a 4:00 A.M. 
studio call the next day to shoot a tough scene she still had to 
review when she went home. “There's a lot of hard work to it, Mel, 
if you're serious about acting as a career. But I have to admit, I love 
it.” 

“Could I come and see you on the set sometime?” Mel dared to 
ask, astonished at her own courage, but Charlie made them all so 
comfortable that it was almost like asking an old friend, and she 
quickly nodded. 


“Sure. If your dad doesn't mind. He watched me do a commercial 
a couple of weeks ago, and it was fun.” She smiled shyly up at him, 
and he touched the hand Mel couldn't see from where she stood. 
And she was too busy being impressed to notice the electricity 
between them. 


“Wow, Dad, how was it?” 


“Interesting. Exhausting.” He looked into Charlie's eyes 
sympathetically. “How many takes did they do in all?” 


“Thirty-two, I think. Maybe more. I forget.” 


“The other actor kept blowing his lines, and they had to shoot 
again and again,” he explained to Mel. 


“But it was fun watching anyway. It's incredible how many people 
are involved.” 


“You should see what goes on when they do the show, speaking of 
which ...” She walked slowly toward the door, and waved good 
night to Mel, who flew upstairs to call her friends and tell them who 
she'd met. And Oliver walked her out to her car, with a look of ever- 
growing admiration. 


“You are really incredible, do you know that? Worm farms, 
patience with teenage girls, is there anything else about you I 
should know?” 

“Yes.” She looked happily up at him. It had been a wonderful 
evening, and all her fears had been dispelled. She hoped they liked 
her. “I love you very much, Oliver Watson.” 


“T love you too, Charlie,” he whispered as he kissed her. And from 
his bedroom window, Sam stared in amazement as he watched 
them, and then turned to Aggie, who was turning down his bed. 


“Wow, Aggie! Dad just kissed Charlotte Sampson!” That was 
really something else, but Agnes only clucked at him. 


“Mind your own business, young man, and go brush your teeth!” 
“Do you think she really likes him?” 

“T suspect she does. Your father is a fine man, who wouldn't?” 
“But she's a movie star, Aggie ... or TV, or ... you know ...” 


“What difference does that make?” And as he went to brush his 
teeth, still shaking his head over it, Aggie thought they were both 
very lucky people. And after what she'd seen tonight, so were the 
children. 


Chapter 23 


That weekend, Charlotte drove up their driveway in her car, got out, 
and solemnly rang the doorbell. And when Sam answered, thrilled 
to see her again, she handed him an odd-shaped cage, covered by a 
pale blue blanket. There were odd squeaking noises from within, 
and a pungent smell he didn't mind, and as he pulled off the 
blanket, he gave a squeal of delight himself. It was a long-haired 
guinea pig. And she had been right, it did look like a cross between 
a small dog and a rabbit. 


“Wow! Wow! ... Look at that, Dad!” He called to his father just 
coming down the stairs, freshly shaved and showered, “Can I keep 
it?” He looked from him to Charlotte. And Charlotte looked 
pleadingly at the senior Watson. 


“T guess you can.” He smiled lovingly at her. All she did was make 
them happy. 


“Can I keep him in my room?” 


“If you can stand the smell, you can.” The two adults laughed and 
Sam took the cage from her hand, and hurried up the stairs with it 
before any of them could change their mind on him. 


They went to Malibu that afternoon to play on the beach, and a 
movie Mel wanted to see that night, some ghastly teenage horror, 
that Charlie said reminded her of some of her early work, and then 
they went to the Hard Rock Cafe and she didn't even seem to mind 
the noise. And the following week they went to Disneyland. Life was 
a constant holiday with her. She thought of terrific things to do, 
exciting events to see, and she even invited them to her house and 
made dinner for them, although Sam admitted reluctantly that 


Agnes was a better cook, but in every other way, he liked Charlie 
even better. The guinea pig had even been named after her, and was 
called Charles, and Charlie for short. And Mel had already told 
everyone she'd ever met that her father was going out with 
Charlotte Sampson. 


Neither of the children objected to her, and they didn't even look 
upset when Oliver said he was going out at night, which wasn't 
often during the week, since she worked so hard and had to be on 
the set so early. And twice she had even stayed over on the weekend 
and slept in their guest room. She was a great one for decorum and 
behavior that wouldn't embarrass the children. And neither of them 
knew that late at night, their father tiptoed down the hall, and 
climbed into bed with her with a happy smile as she told him to 
ssshhh! and giggled. 


It was, for all of them, the perfect arrangement. And when George 
and Margaret came out a month after the children got home, they 
liked her too. At first they were enormously impressed to meet her. 
But they forgot quickly that she was famous. She was so unaware of 
herself, so discreet about her success, so warm to those she cared 
about, and kind to everyone, it seemed, that everyone fell in love 
with the woman and not the TV star. As she had said when she first 
met Mel, her success was nice but it wasn't the most important thing 
in her life. It was the people she loved who really mattered to her. 


But they were all aware of her fame nonetheless, because 
wherever one went, people wanted her to sign autographs, or 
intruded at unexpected times asking her if she was ... and telling 
her how much they liked the show ... and wanting to know who 
Mel and Sam were ... It annoyed them sometimes, and Oliver tried 
not to think about it more than heliad to. But Charlie was always 
gracious to her fans, patient, understanding, and acted as though 
she had been waiting for them to come over and talk to her all day 
and was glad they had. Sometimes, Mel asked her how she could 
stand it without losing her temper. 


“It's part of the job, sweetheart. You accept that when you take on 
this kind of work, or you'll never amount to much. You're doing this 


for them as much as yourself. And the day you stop caring about 
them, is the day you stop giving a good performance.” 


And most of all Oliver's father, George, thought she was 
absolutely charming, the prettiest girl he had ever seen, and he only 
prayed she would marry his son. And before he left, he asked Oliver 
if he'd ask her. 


“Come on, Dad. We haven't even known each other two months 
yet, don't rush me. Besides, she has quite a career on her hands. I 
don't know that she wants to settle down with an ordinary mortal 
and a bunch of kids.” She said she did, but the truth was, he was 
afraid to ask her. 


“T think she does. She's got real honest-to-goodness decent 
values.” 


“T know, but she could have anyone she wants in Hollywood. Give 
it time.” He still couldn't believe his good fortune. But neither could 
Charlie. 


And they were sitting talking quietly one night, after his father 
and Margaret had gone back to New York again, when the phone 
rang and it was Benjamin, and he was crying so hard, Ollie could 
hardly understand him. 


“Take it easy, Son, slow down ... that's it ... take a deep breath 
...”He looked worriedly at Charlie, fearing an accident. He hadn't 
heard front him in weeks, there was never an answer when he 
called, and he had asked his father to look in on him when he got 
back, at the house in Purchase. “Benjamin, talk to me, what is it?” 
All he could hear was still the sound of jagged crying. 


“T can't take it anymore, Dad ... I just can't take it ... I hate her 
“What happened?” 


“Nothing. I'm just so tired ... all I do is work and pay for stuff for 
the baby and for her ... she gave up her job, and she thought she 
was pregnant again, but she wasn't.” And this time, the baby 
wouldn't have been his, at least, he hadn't touched her in two 


months. “She's been going out with Billy Webb and Johnny Pierson 
... | don't know, Dad ... all she does is go out. Sometimes I have to 
take the baby to work with me. I love Alex, I don't want to leave 
him ... but I can't ...” He started to cry again. “... I can't do this 
anymore ... I just can't. Last week I thought of killing myself, I sat in 
the garage for an hour, trying to get the guts to turn the car on, but 
I couldn't. I just kept thinking of Alex and what would happen to 
him if he was left with her. She doesn't give a damn, Dad. 
Sometimes she doesn't even remember to feed him all day and he's 
screaming his lungs out when I get home. Last week he almost fell 
in the pool when I left him alone with her for ten minutes. Dad ... 
help me please ... get me out of this....” The jagged sobbing seemed 
to go on for hours, but when Oliver suggested he come out to 
California as soon as he could, Benjamin said he couldn't leave the 
baby. He loved him too much and Sandra would neglect him too 
badly. 

“Why don't you bring him?” 

“She says she won't let me. I told her last week, I'd take him away, 
and she said she'd call the police if I tried it. She says I have no right 
to take him, she's his mother. And if I took him, all her friends 
would think she'd done something really awful, and it would make 
her look bad. But she doesn't want to take care of him either.” 


“What about Sandra's mother? Do you think she'd help?” 


“T don't know. Her boyfriend walked out on her and she moved to 
Bakersfield from L.A.” 


“Do you have her number?” 


“Yeah. Sandra left it on the kitchen wall” His crying had finally 
subsided. He was eighteen years old and staggering under an 
awesome burden. “You know, she hasn't even been home since 
yesterday morning. She's been screwing around almost since right 
after Alex was born,” he was five and a half months old by then, 
“and, Dad, I tried to make it work, I really did, but I just can't,” and 
then in a voice of shame, “Sometimes I hate her.” Oliver didn't 
blame him a bit, and suspected that in his shoes, he might have 


killed her, or certainly walked out on her a long time since. But 
Benjamin was so determined to do the right thing, by her, and by 
his son. He was only grateful once again that the boy hadn't married 
her. At least that much was simple. 


“Just relax. Why don't you go to Grampa's for the weekend?” 


“What'U I do with Alex?” He sounded suddenly blank, like a 
helpless child. After almost a year of working two jobs, and 
supporting a girl who wasn't his wife, and almost six months of 
caring for his child, the boy was so worn out, he could hardly think 
straight. 


“Take him with you. Margaret'U give you a hand, she was a nurse. 
Just pack up your stuff, and get the hell out of there. I'll call him 
and tell him you're coming. Now give me Sandra's mother's 
number.” Benjamin gave it to him, and hung up after promising to 
pack a bag for both of them end go to his grandfather's that evening. 


Oliver called his father then, and explained the situation as he 
repeated it to Margaret in the background, and assured his son that 
he would do everything he could to help the boy. 


“You've got to get him out of that situation, Oliver.” 


“T'm going to do everything I can, Dad.” He didn't tell him that his 
oldest grandson had actually contemplated suicide over it, he was 
still too shaken over it himself. But he told Charlotte when he hung 
up, and she was horrified. 


“Oh my God, Ollie, get him out of there. Why don't you fly back 
there to pick him up?” 


“T want to talk to the girl's mother first, and see if she'll take in 
Sandra and the baby.” He dialed the number in Bakersfield, and the 
woman answered it on the first ring. She sounded drunk, and more 
than a little stupid, but she knew who Oliver was, and about Sandra 
and Benjamin and the baby. And Oliver patiently explained that he 
and Benjamin felt the time had come to make some other 
arrangements. He asked if she would be willing to take her daughter 
back into her home, with her baby. And after hedging for a while, 
she finally asked Oliver the only question that really concerned her. 


“Would ya pay for the kid, if I did? And her too?” 


“T might.” It would be worth anything to him to get her out of 
Benjamin's life, but he didn't want to tell her that. It would make 
her even more greedy. “It depends how much we're talking about. 
And I would certainly expect Sandra to work to support herself as 
well, unless she goes back to school, of course.” But the woman 
seemed less than interested in her daughter's education. 


“How much are we talkin' about?” 


“Say five hundred a month for her and the child.” It wasn't a 
fortune, but it was enough, particularly if she was living with her 
mother. 


“T guess that's all right.” She wanted to grab it before he changed 
his mind. Hell, they didn't hardly need no money for the kid, she 
told herself. All it ate was baby food, and she and Sandra could have 
some fun with the rest of the money. 


“Would you be willing to sign papers agreeing to that amount?” 
“Yeah. Sure.” 
“How soon would you be willing to take her in?” 


“Hell, I don't know. I'm not working right now. I guess I could 
help her with the kid ...” Her voice seemed to drift off at the other 
end, she wasn't crazy about the idea of living with a screaming brat, 
and having Sandra on her hands, again, but on the other hand the 
money sounded pretty good to her, unless she could do even better. 
“How about seven hundred, come to think of it?” 


“Six.” Oliver's face froze with disgust. He hated even dealing with 
her, and listening to her made him cringe, thinking that Benjamin 
had been living with her daughter. 


“Okay. I'll take it.” 

“T'll have them on a plane to you tomorrow.” 

He called Margaret after that, and asked her if she could go to the 
house in Purchase and help the girl get on a plane to Los Angeles 


with the baby. And then keep Benjamin with her for the weekend. 
He wanted him to cool out a little bit, and he didn't want him to go 


through the stress of being on the same plane to L. A. with Sandra 
and little Alex. 


Margaret sounded like an angel of mercy to him, and rapidly 
agreed to help. She didn't sound flustered or confused, but perfectly 
calm, and anxious to do everything she could to help, without 
upsetting Oliver's father. He thanked her from the bottom of his 
heart, and she assured him she'd close the house in Purchase after 
Benjamin left, turn on the alarm, and keep an eye on it for him after 
that. He hadn't wanted to sell it in any case, until he was sure they 
were staying in California. It was his fallback, which was why he 
had only rented in California. 


And then he called Benjamin, who sounded as though he was 
waiting by the phone. “It's all taken care of, Son. I talked to her 
mother, and she'll be happy to take them in.” He made it sound like 
a warmer welcome than it was, and explained that they would be 
providing adequate funds for the child's support, so he didn't have to 
worry about that. “I'll have a prepaid ticket for them at the airport 
tomorrow, and Margaret will come over and help her pack and take 
you to Grandpa's. And then I thought maybe you could spend a day 
or two with them, and come out here.” And then he'd be home. 
After all these months, he'd be back in the fold again, to start a new 
life, or pick up the threads of his old one. It would never be quite 
the same for him again, Oliver knew, he couldn't erase what had 
happened, or forget the child, but he had a right to move on and not 
get buried alive with a girl he didn't love and a baby he had never 
really wanted. He had done the noble thing for long enough, but 
now that he had opened the door, Oliver was going to get him the 
hell out of that mess as fast as he could, before he could change his 
mind again. Benjamin balked at first, at the prospect of letting 
Sandra take the baby. But he was too tired and depressed to fight 
anymore, and his father kept telling him that Sandra's mother was 
going to take care of the baby. Benjamin sounded numb as he 
agreed to all of it, and then after a long moment of silence, his voice 
sounded sad as he thanked his father. 


“I'm just going to miss Alex so much. He's so cute now, Dad. He's 
crawling. I don't know ...” He seemed to hesitate again. “Maybe this 
isn't the right thing.” But a part of him wanted relief from the 
responsibilities. The last few months had been a nightmare. 


“You're doing the right thing,” Oliver soothed, “you can visit him 
in Bakersfield. It's only two hours from here. This is the best thing 
that could happen to all of you. You, Sandra, and the baby. You 
can't go on struggling back there. You've done a hell of a fine job 
this far, and I'm proud of you. But you have to think of yourself too. 
At your age, without even a high school diploma under your belt, 
you can't offer anything to that baby.” 


“T know.” And then, in a worried tone, “Did Sandra's mom really 
say she'd help her with Alex? I don't trust her to do it on her own.” 


“She said she would and she's not even working. Now get some 
sleep.” And as he said the words, he could hear the baby crying in 
the distance. Benjamin decided to wait at the house for Sandra to 
come home, and Margaret was coming in the morning. “I'll talk to 
you tomorrow night, at Grampa's.” But when he called him the next 
day, Margaret said he was asleep. He had been absolutely 
heartbroken when Sandra and the baby left. He had insisted on 
cleaning up the house in Purchase himself, after they left, and when 
he got to his grandfather's house, he had just kind of fallen apart 
from the shock and strain of it. Apparently his parting from Sandra 
had been bitter and loud. And Margaret had put him to bed like a 
child, and he hadn't even eaten dinner. She wondered if he should 
stay for a few more days, but Oliver insisted that he wanted him in 
California as soon as he felt up to the trip. He needed to get out of 
there and put as many miles as he could between himself and the 
past year's nightmare. 

“He's a fine boy, Oliver. You should be very proud of him. He was 
a man till the end. And it killed him to see that child go.” 

“T know.” He had never expected him to love the baby so much, 
and it certainly complicated things, but in time, perhaps things 
would change, perhaps the attachment wouldn't be so great, or 


maybe one day Sandra would be willing to give up her rights and let 
Benjamin adopt him. Oliver had spoken to an attorney about it and 
he had assured him that unless she was willing to give the baby up, 
and she wasn't, there was no way to wrest the child from her. They 
had done the right thing in letting her take him, and the appropriate 
thing would be to let Benjamin visit the baby. “Thank you again for 
taking care of all of it, Margaret,” Oliver said. “I'm sorry to burden 
you with all that. I just didn't know who else to turn to.” He had 
thought of calling Daphne in New York. But she was too far away, 
and too busy with her work. Margaret had been a godsend in 
handling the problem, and he was deeply grateful to her. His father 
was right. She was a hell of a woman. 


“Your father says he's a lot like you were. Strong and kind and 
stubborn.” It was odd to hear her say the words, Oliver had always 
thought Benjamin was more like his mother. “He'll get on the right 
track again now, don't worry about him, and I'll put him on the 
plane to you tomorrow or the next day.” 


He thanked her again, and finally hung up, to call Sandra's 
mother in Bakersfield and make sure that Sandra and the baby had 
arrived safely. She said they had and wanted to know how quickly 
the first check was coming. 


“T put it in the mail to you yesterday, Mrs. Carter,” Oliver said 
with disdain. “Is the baby all right?” 


“He's a cute kid,” she said, more to please him than out of any 
real emotion she had for her grandchild. And then, finally, Oliver 
relaxed, as he stretched out on the couch next to Charlotte, who had 
been through most of it with him. The ordeal was finally almost 
over. 


He turned to her with a tired smile, as she gently stroked his hair. 
“It's been a year of hell for that boy, Charlie. Thank God he's free 
now.” Though even Oliver felt a pang of sadness for little Alex. He 
would be more removed from their lives now. 


“It must have been hard for him to call you like that. You have to 
give him credit for throwing in the towel while he still could.” 


“T do. I have a lot of respect for him. I'm just sorry he had to go 
through it.” They had a quiet dinner alone that night, after Mel and 
Sam went upstairs. By then, Benjamin had called, and they all knew 
that their brother was arriving the next day, and Oliver had warned 
them he'd had a tough time, and Mel had promised to do whatever 
she could to make things easier for him. They all wondered what he 
was going to do about school, but no one knew yet. 


Ollie drove Charlotte home late that night, and he only stayed for 
one quick drink. All they did was talk about Benjamin, and kiss for a 
few minutes in the kitchen. It was certainly a far cry from his wild, 
unbridled fling with Megan. And he smiled at her ruefully before he 
left, and apologized for all the confusion. 


“T'm afraid you'll find, my love, that things never go quite the way 
you plan, with kids around. I guess I've gotten used to it over the 
years, but it can't be much fun for you. I haven't been very good 
company for the past few days.” 


“You've been fine, and I wouldn't have expected you to be any 
different.” And then she had a thought, she loved being with him, 
and with his kids, and her heart had gone out to this boy she didn't 
even know yet. “Do you want me to come to the airport with you 
tomorrow night, or would you rather be alone with him?” She was 
always thoughtful about the time he needed with his kids, and he 
appreciated that too. There seemed to be nothing she didn't 
understand or wasn't willing to help with. 


“There'll be plenty of time to talk after we get home. I'd like you 
to come with me, Charlie.” He smiled, and kissed her again, and left 
a few minutes later, exhausted himself. He could barely imagine 
how Benjamin must feel after all he'd been through. But he was in 
no way prepared for the gaunt, pale, anguished-looking boy he 
picked up at the airport the next night, and all he did was put his 
arms around him as the boy cried, while Charlotte stood at a 
discreet distance. He finally wiped his eyes, and looked at his father 
like a long-lost friend. And Charlotte turned away so they wouldn't 
see her tears, as they both walked slowly over so Benjamin could 
meet her. 


“Charlotte, I'd like you to meet my son, Benjamin.” 


Oliver spoke quietly, it was a somber night for them, and she 
understood it. But the boy made an effort to look less distraught 
than he was, and smiled as he shook her hand. 


“My sister has told me a lot about you, and I've seen your show a 
lot of times. And Sam's told me about the guinea pig. You've made a 
big hit with my family, Miss Sampson.” She was flattered by the 
kind speech, and gently kissed his cheek, and Oliver noticed how 
much the two resembled each other. Almost anyone would have 
thought they were related, with their bright red hair, and creamy 
skin, and the thin dusting of freckles. 


“T'm flattered, Benjamin. But I'd be even happier if you'd call me 
Charlie. How was the flight out?” 


“Pretty good, I think. I slept most of the way.” He was still 
emotionally drained and totally exhausted. He had slept until noon 
that day, and Margaret had driven him to the airport, as she had 
promised his father. And then he talked quickly to his father in an 
undertone. “Did you talk to Sandra last night? Is the baby okay?” 


“They're fine.” He led him toward the baggage claim, sad to see 
Benjamin so worried about them. Alex was still his first concern and 
it was painful to see how much he missed his baby. He said as much 
to Charlotte, when they were alone for a minute, putting Benjamin's 
bags in his bedroom. 


“He's not just going to forget him, Ollie.” 
“No, I know that. But it's time he thought of himself now.” 


“He will. Give him time. He's still in shock. Don't forget all he's 
been through.” 


They walked back downstairs to join the others then. All the 
children, including Benjamin, had stampeded into the kitchen. And 
when Oliver and Charlotte walked in, Benjamin was eating a club 
sandwich and a plate of brownies that Aggie had made him. Mel 
was talking excitedly to him and Sam kept shoving the guinea pig in 
his face, to show him how beautiful he was. And Benjamin smiled as 


he listened to them. It was good to be home, better than any one of 
them knew. He felt as though he had just spent a year on another 
planet. 


“So how's school?” he asked Mel. 


“It's great. You're gonna love it.” And then she wished she could 
have swallowed her tongue. Her father had warned her not to press 
him about school, but her brother read the look in her eyes and 
smiled. 


“Don't worry, kiddo. I'm not that uptight. But I haven't figured out 
what I'm going to do yet. I want to go down to Bakersfield to check 
on Alex first, and then I'm going to look into taking a high school 
equivalency test. I think I might try to get into UCLA if I can swing 
it.” Gone the dream of Princeton and Yale and Harvard, but UCLA 
was a fine school, and he wanted to stay close to home for a while. 
Now that was all he wanted. 


He told Oliver the same thing when the others had gone to bed, 
and Charlie told him she had gone there, too, and offered to write 
him a letter of recommendation, if it would help him. 


“That would be great.” He thanked her, and tried not to look as 
though he was staring at her. But he had been impressed with her 
all night, with how nice she was, and how pretty, and how 
obviously crazy about his father. She insisted on driving home 
herself that night, she wanted the two men to have some time alone, 
and Benjamin had nothing but good things to say about her after 
she left, which pleased his father. 

“Looks like you lucked out, Dad. She's terrific.” 

“T think so too,” he smiled, and then looked worried again as he 
looked over his son, as though searching for scars. But none of them 
showed, except in his eyes, which looked a hundred years older. 
“Are you okay? I mean really?” 

“T'll do. Do you have a car I can borrow, Dad? I want to drive 
down to Bakersfield to see Alex tomorrow.” 


“Do you think you should? So soon, I mean. It might be hard on 
Sandra. Maybe you two ought to give each other a breather.” 


Benjamin sighed, and leaned back against the comfortable couch, 
relief written all over his face as he stretched his legs. “I'd be happy 
if I never saw her again. But I want to check on the baby.” 


“You're crazy about him, aren't you?” It was just like what he had 
felt for his own children after they were born, but he had expected 
this to be different, and the funny thing was that it wasn't. 


“He's my son, Dad. You wouldn't expect me to feel any differently, 
would you?” He seemed surprised. To him, legitimacy or not was 
not the issue. He loved his baby. 


“T guess not. I felt that way about you.” It would have killed him 
to walk out on him, or leave him in the hands of someone he didn't 
trust. And suddenly, he got a glimpse of what his own son was 
feeling. “You can take the station wagon if you want. Just tell Aggie 
you're taking it, in case she needs it to buy groceries or pick Sam 
up.” 

“Thanks. And I promise, as soon as I've done that, I'll get myself 
squared away with school. And if I have a long wait to get into 
UCLA, I'll get a job. I'm not going to sit on my ass. I want to thank 
you for everything you've done for me, Dad.” The words brought 
tears to Oliver's eyes, and he gently patted him on the knee as he 
stood up, tired himself, and relieved to have his son back in the fold 
at last. 


“Just make a good life for yourself, Benjamin. You'll have it all 
again one day. A good woman, all the children you want, at the 
right time, in the right way, with the right wife, if you're lucky.” 

Benjamin smiled at the advice, and looked up at him curiously. 
“You gonna marry her, Dad? I mean Charlie.” 

“T figured that much out.” The older man smiled, and was honest 
with him, man to man. Benjamin wasn't a child any longer. 

“T'd like to, but we haven't had much time to discuss it.” He'd 
been skirting the subject for the last month. He knew how important 


her career was to her, and he was desperately afraid of rejection. He 
didn't want to blow it by asking her too soon, but he had known 
from the first night that it was right. And it was just a matter of time 
before he asked her. It was different from anything he'd had before, 
and he had feelings for her that he'd never even had for Sarah. It 
had always been difficult with her, he realized now, a square peg in 
a round hole. But this was such a perfect fit. Charlie was everything 
he had always dreamed of. 


“She's a great girl. I really like her.” 


“So do I.” Ollie smiled, and then showed him upstairs to his 
bedroom. And then he walked slowly to his own, glad to have them 
all under one roof again. His three little chicks that were all growing 
up so fast, even Sam. He never slept in his father's bed anymore. He 
was perfectly content in his own room, with Charlie. 


Chapter 24 


Benjamin drove to Bakersfield the day after he» arrived, and he 
wasn't thrilled with what he found, but the baby was all right, and 
Sandra was there and her mother seemed to be keeping an eye on 
things, which was the best he could hope for. But the house was 
decrepit and unkempt, the air conditioner didn't work, and Alex was 
sleeping in a crib in the living room, with the TV blaring beside 
him. He squealed when he awoke and saw Benjamin in the room, 
and it was an agony leaving him again, but he was happy to get 
away from Sandra. 


He drove back to Bel Air feeling somewhat reassured. And in the 
ensuing weeks, he passed his high school equivalency test, and 
applied to UCLA and four weeks later he was accepted. He had 
gotten a part-time job by then, in the bookstore on campus, and he 
intended to keep the job, so he could help make the monthly 
payments for Alex. 


He had driven down to Bakersfield again, and things appeared to 
be the same, although Sandra was out that time, but her mother was 
there, drinking beer, and the baby looked happy, and Benjamin 
played with him for an hour, and then drove back. And this time, he 
didn't mention the visit to his father. He had a feeling that Oliver 
thought he was still too involved with the child, but he knew just as 
clearly that it was something he had to do, that no matter how 
many other children he had one day, Alex would always be his first, 
and an important part of his life. And he intended to stay very much 
in the picture. And Sandra's mother didn't seem to mind, she was 
very pleased with the payments that arrived punctually every 


month. Alex was the best thing that ever happened to her. Sandra 
sure knew what she was doing when she got knocked up by 
Benjamin Watson. The Watsons may not have been rich, but they 
were comfortable enough, and she knew from a little research she'd 
done back East that the kid's father made a hell of a good living. 
And then a few weeks later, she read a little item in a gossip column 
that really intrigued her. The old man was going out with Charlotte 
Sampson. It didn't mean much now, but one day, if they stopped 
paying their dues, a little blackmail might even be in order. 


But that was the farthest thing from Ollie's mind, as the romance 
flourished, and they spent more and more time with each other, 
much to his children's delight. And finally in late April, he got up 
the courage to ask her. 


They were having another one of their quiet, intimate dinners at 
Chianti, and he didn't surprise her with a ring, or ask her on bended 
knee. He waited until they had finished eating, and then looked at 
her nervously, and she giggled at him. She wasn't sure, but she 
thought she knew what was coming. 


“How was the office today?” she teased, and he almost groaned. 


“Don't do this to me ... I wanted to talk to you about something 
serious. I have for a long time, but I wasn't sure how you'd feel 
about it ... with your career and all....” 


“You want to offer me a job?” She smiled innocently. 


“Oh shut up. Actually, now that you mention it ... yes. You could 
call it that. A permanent position, with rotten pay, compared to 
what you make. A lifetime commitment, live-in, with three major 
handicaps, a few perks, and eventually a pension.” 


“Don't you dare call your children handicaps, Oliver Watson! I 
happen to love them.” She sounded offended on their behalf, and he 
held her hand tightly in his own, and brought it to his lips to kiss 
her fingers. 


“So do I. But I also happen to love you. How would you feel about 
getting married one of these days?” His heart pounded as he asked, 


and he wouldn't have been surprised if she declined, but she didn't 
say a word, she just kissed him. 


“That's the nicest thing anyone's ever said to me,” she said finally. 
But she still hadn't answered him, and waiting for her to was 
torture. 


“And?” 


“T think we should both think about it seriously. You more than I. 
I know what I'm getting, Ollie, and I love all four of you, but you've 
never been married to a wife with a career before, it can be pretty 
rough, especially a career like mine. We wouldn't have a very 
private life, no matter how hard we tried, and everyone would 
always be making a fuss about me, as long as I'm on the show 
anyway. And that can be a pain in the ass sometimes too.” He'd 
already experienced it when they went out, the constant demands 
for autographs, the press, the well-meaning intrusions. But it didn't 
bother him, and he was proud of her. He didn't mind standing back 
and letting her be the star. 


“T don't mind any of that.” 


“Are you sure? One day I'd like to give it all up, but to be honest 
with you, Ollie, not yet. I'm just not ready to. I've worked too hard 
for too long to give it up now before I squeeze every drop of 
satisfaction out of it.” 

“T understand that. I wouldn't expect yon to give it up. I think that 
would be a terrible mistake.” 

“So do I. No matter how much I love you, I think I'd resent it. 
How do you think the kids would feel?” She was concerned about 
that too. They meant a lot to her, and to him, and she wanted it to 
be something they wanted, too, but Ollie only grinned. 

“They said they'd divorce me if I didn't ask. And I figure they'll 
probably leave me and find another father if you don't accept me.” 

“They'd be fools if they did. They couldn't find a better one if they 
tried.” 


“That's not true. I screw up a lot.” 


“Yes, it is true. And I haven't seen you screw up yet. You do a hell 
of a job with them.” Benjamin was back on the right track, Mel was 
doing brilliantly in school, and Sam had never been happier in his 
life. Things were going well for all of them. And then she smiled, 
shyly, as she looked up at him. “I'd like to have kids of my own one 
day too. One or two anyway, maybe even three if I'm not too far 
gone by the time I start. How would you feel about that? It would 
give you a pretty full house, what with the guinea pigs and white 
mice and worm farms and all.” They both laughed, but the subject 
was serious, and she was right to bring it up. He frowned as he 
thought about it, it had crossed his mind before, but he had never 
really imagined having babies again. At forty-five, it was an 
interesting thought, and at least, she thought to herself, he hadn't 
gone screaming out the door yet. 


“T don't know. I think I'm a little old and tired to start all over 
again. Kids aren't as easy as you think.” He had certainly seen that 
in the last year, but he also knew how great were the rewards, and 
he didn't want to cheat her out of that. He loved her too much. And 
she had a lot to offer children of her own, as well as his. It was 
worth thinking about, if it meant convincing her about their future. 
“T guess I could probably be talked into it, once, anyway,” he saw 
the look in her eyes and his heart melted as she smiled, “maybe 
twice. But don't push me too far. I'm a grandfather, you know.” 


“That doesn't count,” she meant because he was still so young, but 
Oliver looked sad. 


“To Benjamin it does.” 
“T just meant you're not old enough to call yourself that.” 


“T feel it sometimes. Except when I'm with you. I think we could 
do wonderful things, Charlie. There's so much I'd like to do with 
you. Travel, have fun, help you with your career. It's the first time 
in my life I've really felt it was right, right down to my toes and 
deep in my soul, I don't have a single doubt about us.” And he felt 
so peaceful. 


“The funny thing is, neither do I. I know how much I love you, 
Oliver. I just want you to be sure.” 


She hesitated only long enough to kiss him again, and whisper 
softly in his ear. “In that case you're on. But I want to wait a year 
from the time we met, and do it right. How about Christmas?” 


“Do you mean that?” He looked stunned. His divorce had been 
final for a month, and Sarah had been gone for over a year, and he 
loved this woman with his whole heart, and now she was willing to 
marry him. But she was nodding and smiling and laughing 
suddenly, and she looked as happy as he felt. 


“Of course I mean it. Do you mind waiting until Christmas?” 
“A little. But I kind of like the idea of an old-fashioned 
engagement.” 


“We go on hiatus in June. We could go away for a month or two 
this summer. I had an offer to do a film, but it's really second-rate. 
I'd much rather go away somewhere with you and the children, 
unless Sarah's taking them somewhere.” 


“She is. But only in August.” 


They made plans through the rest of the evening, and that night 
when he took her home, he stayed and they made love to celebrate 
their engagement. 


Chapter 25 


The next day they told the children, and they were ecstatic. Sam 
wanted to know if he could come on their honeymoon, as Oliver 
groaned, and Charlotte asked Mel if she would be the maid of honor 
at their wedding. It was still eight months away, but as they talked 
about it, they were all like excited children. 


The following day, Oliver picked her up at the studio, and when 
Charlotte got in the car there was a small square box on the seat, 
wrapped in turquoise paper and tied with a white satin ribbon. Her 
hands shook as she opened it and she gasped as she saw the ring 
sparkling inside the black suede box. It was an exquisite emerald-cut 
diamond, and there were tears in her eyes as she let Oliver slip it on 
her finger. 


“Oh, Ollie ... it's so beautiful.” 


“So are you.” He kissed her, and held her tight, andshe snuggled 
close to him as they drove home to the children. 


The press got hold of the news within a few days, and the 
producers of the show made the most of it. The PR people for the 
studio were all over them, wanting photographs of Charlotte with 
Oliver and the children. People magazine called, and US, and news 
of their engagement appeared in both Newsweek and Time, and 
suddenly even the children were being hounded. It infuriated 
Charlotte, and Oliver was less than pleased to discover the paparazzi 
outside the house on several occasions. 


“How do you stand it?” he asked Charlotte more than once, and 
as a result, they agreed to spend their summer holiday in seclusion 
with the children at a borrowed villa in Trancas. 


It was fairly hairy for the next few weeks, and eventually things 
started to calm down a little, and Sarah called, and congratulated 
him. She had heard the news from Sam, but she'd also read about it 
in the papers. 


“The kids seem to be crazy about her, Ollie. I'm happy for you.” 
“So am I. But the press is a bit of a bore.” 


“You'll get used to it. That's Hollywood!” she teased, but she 
sounded pleased for him, and his father and Margaret were thrilled 
too. It was a happy time, and Oliver and Charlie had a lot to do 
before they left for their summer vacation in Trancas with the 
children. 


Eventually, Charlotte finished the last of her tapings for the 
season, the kids finished school, and Oliver left the office for a four- 
week holiday and the five of them set off for Trancas. They spent a 
heavenly month there at the beach, and then Mel and Sam left for 
the East to visit their mother. 


Charlie was planning to shoot a few commercials again, Oliver 
had to go back to work, and Ben had to get ready to start classes at 
UCLA at the end of August. 


It was just before that that he got the call, late one afternoon, 
when he had come home to change and go out for dinner with 
Charlie and his dad. When the telephone rang, he thought his father 
was calling from the office. But he was surprised instead to hear 
Sandra's mother's voice, and she was calling for him. It almost made 
his heart stop to hear her. 


“Ts something wrong, Mrs. Carter? ... is Alex ...” 


“He's fine, I guess.” She sounded strange. She had thought a long 
time about the call, trying to think of some way it would bring her 
gain, but in the end, she had decided just to tell him. He had a right 
to know, and he wasn't a bad kid. And he seemed to be crazy about 
the boy. Maybe it was better trying to do them a favor. At least that 
was what she told herself as she dialed. “Sandra left the baby in the 
shelter yesterday morning. She's putting him up for adoption. I 
thought maybe you'd want to know.” 


“She what?” His heart was pounding wildly. “She can't do that. 
He's my son too. Where is he? I'm not going to let her do that, Mrs. 
Carter. I'll take care of him myself. I told her that when we were still 
in Purchase.” 


“T figured that's how you'd feel, that's why I called. I told her she 
should call you. But she just dumped him and ran. She left for 
Hawaii this morning.” 


“Thank you ... thank you ... tell them I'm going to pick him up 
right away ... I'll ... never mind ... Ill call them myself.” But when 
he called the shelter she'd told him about, they told him that 
Alexander Carter, as he was called, was now a ward of the court. 
Benjamin would have to prove his paternity, and file for custody, 
and termination of Sandra's rights. And that was up to the court 
now. He called his father frantically then, and had him dragged out 
of a meeting with a new client. He was practically hysterical by 
then, and Oliver told him to calm down and explain it all slowly. 


“All right, all right ... I understand now. Ill call a lawyer. Now get 
a hold of yourself, Benjamin. But before we do anything, I want you 
to think about what you really want. Do you truly want full custody 
of the boy? Son, it's up to you now.” He finally had the chance to 
get out from under, if that was what he wanted. And however much 
it might hurt, Oliver was willing to back him up, whatever he 
wanted. But Benjamin knew he had only one choice. He wanted his 
son back, and even if it meant never going back to school, and 
working at any job he had to, he was going to keep his son and 
bring him up, no matter what it took to do it. It was the kind of 
sentiment one couldn't argue with, and Oliver didn't want to. He 
told Benjamin to sit tight and he'd call him back. He called him back 
half an hour later, and told him to meet him at the offices of Loeb 
and Loeb in Century City at four o'clock. 


Benjamin was there ten minutes early and the lawyer they saw 
was a kindly man who had handled cases of far greater importance. 
But they were the attorneys for Ollie's firm, and they were willing to 
help them. 


“Tf this is really what you want, young man, I don't think it's quite 
as complicated as it looks. I've spoken to all the parties involved 
today, and the authorities, and things are pretty clear. Your 
paternity of the child does not appear to be in question. The girl has 
already signed papers stating that she wants to give up the baby. If 
she will confirm that to us, in writing, and we've not yet been able 
to speak to her, then you will have sole custody of the child, and 
eventually her maternal rights will be terminated. That's an 
awesome responsibility, Benjamin, and you ought to think it over 
seriously before you decide to do it.” 


“T already have, sir. And I know that's what I want. I love him.” 
His eyes filled with tears and with his bright red hair and freckles, 
he looked like a child himself. And Oliver had to fight back tears as 
he watched him. He had already made up his mind to do everything 
he could to help him. 


“Mrs. Carter has told us that she will sign a statement attesting to 
your fine care of the boy, and your responsibility for the child. And 
that would pretty much wrap it up. She more or less suggested that 
she wouldn't mind a little 'gift' from you, or your father, but we 
have to be very careful about that. Child buying, or anything even 
remotely like it, is a criminal offense in this state, and I explained 
that to her. She was disappointed, but she still said she'd sign any 
statement we prepared. We have a court date in Bakers-field next 
week, and if everything goes smoothly, you should have your son 
back in your hands that afternoon.” 


“What about in the meantime?” Benjamin once again looked 
frantic. 


“There's nothing we can do till then. He's in good hands, and he's 
safe.” Benjamin looked unhappy about it, but there didn't seem to 
be anything he could do to change it, so he agreed to the court date 
the following week, and prayed that they'd be able to find Sandra in 
Maui, so she could sign whatever papers they needed to release Alex 
to him. 


Chapter 26 


The drive to Bakersfield was an anxious one for Benjamin, and 
Oliver took the day off to join him. Both men were silent and 
nervous, as they drove down, lost in their own thoughts about little 
Alex, and what he represented to them. ... To Oliver, he symbolized 
new life and a new beginning, and it reminded him again of Charlie 
saying that she wanted to have children with him. Having little Alex 
around was going to be a reminder of what having a baby around 
was like, and a part of him was excited about it, while another part 
dreaded the chaos and confusion. But Benjamin had already 
promised to handle it all himself, with a little help from Agnes. 


He tried to make small talk with Benjamin on the way down 
Highway 5, but the boy was too nervous. He and Aggie had set up a 
crib in his room, and he had bought six boxes of Pampers. He 
wanted to stop at Mrs. Carter's to get Alex's clothes, but Oliver had 
thought it would be better to do it on the way back. He was still 
afraid something might go wrong, and they wouldn't give Alex to 
them. They hadn't been able to reach Sandra on Maui, but the 
lawyer said there was a good chance they'd give him to Benjamin 
anyway, since she had signed the papers giving him up for adoption 
before she left for Hawaii. 


The courthouse in Bakersfield was on Truxton Avenue, and Ollie 
left the car in the parking lot, and followed his son inside. It was the 
last week of August and the weather was blazing. 


The lawyer was waiting for them inside, and Benjamin looked 
frightened as they took their places in the courtroom. He was 
wearing a navy jacket and khaki pants, a blue button-down shirt, 


and navy school tie. He looked like the student he might have been 
at Harvard. His hair was neatly combed, and Oliver smiled at him as 
the bailiff ordered them to rise. 


“It's going to be all right, Son.” Ollie pressed his hand and 
Benjamin smiled weakly at him. 


“Thanks, Dad.” But they both knew that nothing was ever certain, 
and the lawyer had warned them that something could go wrong. 
Nothing was ever guaranteed to anyone in a courtroom, and the 
judge looked serious as he addressed them from the bench. 


The matter was set out before the court, Mrs. Carter's statement 
was read, and both Watsons were relieved not to see her. The papers 
Sandra had signed were introduced as evidence, and a probation 
report explained the circumstances the child would live in. He was 
to live in the Watson family's rented Bel Air home with Benjamin's 
father, sister, and younger brother, with a housekeeper to assist with 
the care of the child, while the father attended school at UCLA. He 
was to start summer school the following week, and he still had his 
part-time job at the bookstore. The judge looked nonplussed, and 
asked their attorney to approach the bench. They held a whispered 
conference for several minutes while the judge nodded, and then he 
addressed Benjamin and asked him to approach the bench as well. 
He told him to take the witness stand, and be sworn in, that there 
were some things he wanted to ask him, and Benjamin walked up 
the few steps with trembling knees and sat down staring at his 
father. 


“IT want you to understand, Mr. Watson, this is not a formal 
hearing, but this is a serious matter before the court, and a child's 
life hangs in the balance. Do you understand that?” 


Benjamin looked pale but calm as he nodded. “Yes, sir, I do.” 


“The child in question, Alexander William Carter, is your son? Do 
you acknowledge that fact?” 


“Yes, sir, I do.” 
“Do you currently reside with the child's mother?” 


“No, sir, I don't.” 

“Did you ever reside with her, at any time?” 

“Yes, for a year.” 

“And were you ever married?” 

“No, we weren't.” 

“Have you ever supported the child, or his mother?” 


“Yes, sir. For six months before Alex was born, and after that, 
until we broke up in March. And since then I've ... my dad and I 
have been sending her money every month. Six hundred dollars.” 
The judge nodded and then went on with his questions. 


“And are you aware of the kind of care necessary to a child his 
age?” 

“Yes, sir, I took care of him myself until March. Sandra was ... 
well, she was out a lot, and she didn't really know how to take care 
of a baby.” 


“And you did?” The judge looked skeptical, but Benjamin seemed 
in control of the situation. 


“No, I didn't. But I had to learn. I took care of him at night after 
work, and sometimes I took him with me. I had two jobs then, to 
pay for ... well, everything ... Sandra quit work before the baby.” 


“But you took the baby to work with you?” 


“Sometimes, when she was out. I didn't have anyone else to leave 
him with and we couldn't afford a sitter.” Nothing showed on the 
judge's face, and no matter what happened, Oliver had never been 
as proud of his son as he was at that moment. He was a fine man, a 
boy no longer, and a hell of a good father. He deserved to have the 
child in his custody. He hoped now that the judge would see it that 
way too. 


“And now, you and the baby would live with your father?” 
“Yes, sir.” 


“Is that amenable to him? Has he agreed to this?” From where he 
sat Oliver nodded, and Benjamin said yes he had. “And what if you 


choose to leave your father's home, if, for instance, you drop out of 
school again, or find another girlfriend?” 


“T'll take Alex with me. He's more important to me than anything. 
And if I drop out of school, I'll get a job to support him, just like I 
did before.” 


“You may step down, Mr. Watson. The court calls a brief recess. 
We will reconvene in fifteen minutes.” He rapped the gavel and was 
gone, as Benjamin left the stand, outwardly calm, but soaked to the 
skin with perspiration. 


“You did great,” the attorney whispered. “Just hang in there.” 
“Why did he call a recess?” Oliver wanted to know. 


“He probably wants to read the documents again, to make sure 
that everything's in order. But Benjamin did just fine. I'd give him 
my kids if he wanted them.” He smiled, trying to reassure them. 
And fifteen minutes later, after they had prowled the halls 
nervously, they took their seats again, and the judge returned. 


He looked around the court, at Oliver, the attorney, and then 
straight at Benjamin, as he rapped his gavel. “Court is in session 
again. Don't rise, please stay seated,” and then his eyes bore into the 
boy's with sober words. “What you are attempting to undertake, 
young man, is an awesome burden. A responsibility you can never 
shirk, never forget, never avoid. You can't take a day off from being 
a father. You can't drop out, or change your mind, or decide not to 
be there. For the next eighteen years, if not longer, that baby would 
be your responsibility solely, if the court gives you full custody. 
However, you appear to have fulfilled that responsibility admirably 
thus far. I hereby admonish you to think seriously of what you are 
taking on here, to remember it every day of your life, and the boy's 
life, and never forget for one moment what you owe your son. 


“The court hereby appoints Benjamin Oliver Watson sole guardian 
of Alexander William Carter. You have full custody of the boy, as of 
this day, the twenty-ninth of August. The termination of his 
mother's rights has been approved by the court, and will be final 
within the period prescribed by law. You may change the child's 


name to your own as of this date, or at that time, as you choose.” 
He looked down gently at him then and smiled, “The boy is yours, 
Mr. Watson.” He signaled to the bailiff then, who rose and opened a 
door. A social worker walked in, carrying the baby, who looked 
content and a little startled by the unfamiliar surroundings, as his 
father's eyes, and his grandfather's, and even the attorney's, filled 
with tears. “You may take Alexander home,” the judge said gently 
as the social worker walked straight up to Benjamin and handed 
Alex to his father, as the baby squealed his delight to see him there. 
They handed the attorney a small cardboard box with his few 
belongings, a pair of pajamas, a pair of overalls, and a bear 
Benjamin had given him when he was born. They were all crying 
then, and laughing as Benjamin looked up at the judge in 
amazement. 


“Thank you, sir ... oh thank you, sir!” And then the judge stood 
up, and quietly left the bench. The attorney escorted them from the 
courtroom, as Benjamin held the boy, and Oliver patted his son on 
the shoulder, and then shook the attorney's hand and thanked him. 
Benjamin got into the back of the car and held tightly to his baby 
before strapping him into the safety seat they'd brought with him. 


They decided not to go back to Alice Carter's to get the rest of 
Alex's belongings. Suddenly, Benjamin never wanted to see her 
again. All he wanted was to take his son home and keep him near 
him forever. He even hated to start school the next day. He didn't 
want to leave him for a moment. 


They drove home slowly for a change of pace on Highway 99, and 
Benjamin talked excitedly as the baby cooed. He talked about the 
judge, the court, and finally Sandra. The social worker had told the 
attorney from Loeb and Loeb that Sandra had been definite and 
clear. She knew she couldn't handle the responsibility of the baby, 
and she didn't want to try. Without Benjamin to take care of him for 
her, all she wanted was to escape him. The waiting period now was 
only a formality. No one anticipated any problems, and all Benjamin 
had to do now was file the paper to change the child's last name to 


his own, but Loeb and Loeb was going to do that for them in L.A. 
County. 


“Well, sir, what do you think about all this?” he chatted happily 
with his baby. “Do you think you're going to like living with 
Grampa and Mel and Sam?” Alex gurgled and pointed at a passing 
truck as Ollie smiled proudly at him. 


“If he doesn't, he can sleep in the garage with that damn noisy 
guinea pig of Sam's,” the boy's grandfather pretended to growl. But 
it was obvious how much he loved him. 


Mel and Sam and Aggie were waiting for them in the kitchen. 
They had waited there with bated breath for most of the afternoon. 
At first, all Mel saw was her father alone in the front seat and she 
thought something had gone wrong. And then suddenly, her brother 
got out of the backseat, holding his baby, and she let out a yell and 
ran to him, as Alex stared at her with wide eyes. 


“Watch out ... don't scare him ... this is all new to him.” Benjamin 
was fiercely protective of him, as the baby let out a wail. But Aggie 
had a cookie for him, and Sam held up the guinea pig to show him, 
as the baby started to laugh, and tried to touch its nose as it 
wiggled. 

Aggie had found a high chair somewhere and set it up in the 
kitchen, as Oliver opened a bottle of champagne for his son, and 
even poured a few drops for Sam. 

“To Alexander Watson!” he toasted with a broad smile, feeling the 
weight of the afternoon slip slowly from his shoulders. “May he live 
a long and happy life, with the best daddy of all.” 

“Oh no,” Benjamin turned to smile at him, “That's you, Dad.” 

“It's both of you,” Mel toasted with a smile, and everyone's eyes 
were damp as they grinned and looked happily at the baby. 


Chapter 27 


Benjamin started classes the next day, but he drove home twice to 
check on Alex, despite Aggie's insistence that she didn't need any 
help from him. But it was as though Benjamin couldn't stand being 
away from him again, and he needed to see him. And when he came 
home at the end of the day, Alexander was sitting in his high chair, 
happily demolishing the dinner Aggie had lovingly cooked him. 


And when Charlotte came over that night, she insisted on singing 
to him as she rocked him and helped Benjamin put him to bed, and 
Mel, Aggie, and Oliver stood protectively by, and Sam dropped his 
favorite teddy into the baby's crib. It was the one he'd been given by 
Sarah the first time he'd visited her in Boston. 


Alex let out a tentative wail when they all left the room, but a 
moment later, he was silent. 


“He's going to be spoiled rotten by next week,” Oliver pretended 
to disapprove, but it was obvious to Charlotte that Ollie was 
planning to become one of the chief spoilers. 

“How does it feel having a baby in the house again?” 

“Like good practice. He woke us all up at six o'clock this morning. 
But I have to admit, Benjamin is terrific with him. Better even than 
Aggie,” he whispered. 

“You look pretty adept yourself. I always feel so awkward around 
babies.” 


Oliver pulled her close to him, and that weekend they took Alex 
to the zoo alone, without his father. It felt terrific to both of them, 
and for once, no one disturbed them, or ran up to her for 


autographs. Several people looked, but eventually they all decided 
she couldn't be Charlotte Sampson. They were just a happy couple, 
taking their baby to the zoo, on a September Sunday. And only the 
large diamond on her left hand suggested that she might be 
someone moneyed or important, but no one even noticed. 


It was particularly a relief for her because the press had been 
hounding her since the Emmy nominations in August. She and the 
show had been nominated again this year. The awards were the 
following week, and everyone wanted to be prepared with stories 
about the nominees, but Charlotte wanted to be left alone. She was 
afraid that too much press beforehand might jinx her. She was back 
at work, getting up at four every morning, and at the studio by five 
for hair and makeup. At night, Oliver picked her up and either took 
her out for a quiet dinner somewhere, or brought her back to his 
place for dinner with the children. They were all excited about the 
December wedding, and they still hadn't decided where to go for a 
honeymoon, Hawaii, Bora Bora, or maybe skiing. Sam felt that 
wherever they went, he ought to go with them, but so far Ollie 
wasn't buying. No guinea pigs, no kids, no babies on this 
honeymoon. They dealt with enough in their daily lives without 
dragging it all with them on their honeymoon, no matter how much 
he loved his children. 


The following week, Charlotte's big moment was approaching and 
there was no way she could avoid it any longer. The press were 
waiting outside at the studio almost daily. They even followed her 
to Giorgio when she bought her dress, a slinky black sequined and 
beaded affair by Bob Mackie. And she had gone back to buy a dress 
for Mel, a beautiful pink satin Oscar de la Renta. Oliver had growled 
about spoiling Mel, and Charlotte had told him to mind his own 
business. They had had a ball, trying on gowns and giggling, as 
Charlotte selected several other beautiful gowns for herself, and Mel 
played with the hats and costume jewelry. 

The big day finally came, and Charlotte and Oliver left the house 
with Benjamin and Mel in a block-long limousine, while Aggie and 
Sam settled down to watch the awards on TV. Alex was still awake 


when they left, happily smearing chocolate cookies all over himself, 
the couch, and his pajamas. He had just turned a year old the day 
before and had taken his first steps on his birthday. 


They arrived at the Pasadena Civic Auditorium, and Charlotte 
looked deceptively calm as she stepped out of the car and took 
Ollie's arm, with Mel and Benjamin just behind them. It was the 
most exciting night of the children's lives, and Ollie could feel the 
tension too. Charlotte's palms were damp, and as the paparazzi 
flocked, he could feel her gently tremble. And once they took their 
seats in the auditorium the cameras focused in on them constantly. 
Dozens of stars came over to talk to them once they'd sat down, and 
finally the ceremony got under way with the usual assortment of 
lesser awards to begin with. It seemed to take hours to get to the 
more important ones, and by then, Sam was yawning and half 
asleep at home, and Alex was sound asleep in Aggie's arms, but in 
Pasadena, all was electricity and tension. They called out the 
nominees for the best show, and Mel and Benjamin let out a yell 
when it was hers. Both producers ran down the aisle while their 
wives cried, and Charlotte grinned from ear to ear as she clung 
tightly to Ollie. She was pleased for the producers and insisted to 
herself that she didn't need more than to be on a winning show, and 
turned her attention to the awards for best actor. 


A good friend of hers won on a rival show, and she was thrilled 
for him. And then the big moment came. At last it was her turn. And 
she could hardly bear it. All her life she had told herself that fame 
wasn't important, and yet it was. She had worked so hard for this, 
and whether she won or not, in her heart of hearts, she knew she 
had earned it. 


The cameras zoomed in on her again and again, as she held Ollie's 
hand, and he silently prayed for her. For her sake, he wanted her to 
win. The other actresses' names were called too, and then a long, 
long pause, while someone asked for “The envelope please,” and 
then like a bolt of lightning through his heart he heard her name, 
and she stared at him, and she put a hand over her mouth, unable to 
believe she'd actually won this time. And he gently prodded her to 


her feet, and she was suddenly hurrying down the aisle toward the 
stage, with her flaming hair softly pulled up in curls, and the 
beautiful black beaded dress molding her incredible figure. “I don't 
believe it!” she had said before she left her seat, and she looked 
shaken and smiling as she addressed her colleagues and her friends 
at the microphone, clutching the Emmy. 
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“T ... I don't know what to say,” she laughed, “I don't have 
anything prepared because I never thought I'd win ... I want to 
thank the producers and the directors and the writers and the actors 
and the cameramen, and all of the magical people who made this 
possible ... my acting coach, John Drum, for being crazy enough to 
get me the job ... my agent for talking me into it ... Annie, you were 
right! ... and most important of all,” she looked straight at him, “my 
family ... my soon-to-be husband, Oliver, who puts up with me so 
lovingly ... and our children, Benjamin and Melissa and Sam.” There 
were tears in her eyes then, and in Ollie's, too. Sam was too stunned 
to move as he watched at home. “I love you all, and I hope I can do 
an even better job next year.” She took the Emmy then, waved to 
colleagues and fans, and left the stage to hurry back to her seat. The 
fanfare started then, the show was over, but the press almost 
crushed her in her seat, as Oliver shielded her, and kissed her, and 
she kissed him and Benjamin and Mel, and pressed their hands. It 
was a wild, exciting night, and they took the children home, and 
opened a bottle of champagne with them, and Aggie and Sam, 
before she and Ollie went back to the parties where they would 
celebrate all night. It was an evening she would never forget. She 
had really made it. 


The phone rang before they left, it was Margaret and his father 
calling to congratulate Charlotte. And Aggie was still crying tears of 
joy when Charlie called her own folks in Nebraska, and they were 
crying too. It was a magical night, and she still couldn't believe she'd 
won as Benjamin toasted her, and they all talked and laughed and 
grinned and watched a rerun of it on the news before leaving for 
their round of parties. 


“T never thought I'd win,” she said to Ollie again and again as they 
drove from Bel Air back to Beverly Hills. 


“IT knew you would!” He was so proud of her, and it was 
extraordinary to be a part of it with her. It was 4:00 A.M. when they 
finally got home, and she collapsed in her own bed, with Ollie lying 
next to her. The Emmy was staring at them from her dressing table 
across the room, and she couldn't help grinning as they watched it. 


“He's pretty cute,” Oliver smiled, too tired even to loosen his tie. 


“Not as cute as you,” she rolled over and smiled in the exquisite 
dress. “You look a lot better to me.” She was a little drunk, and a lot 
overwhelmed by all that had happened. 


“You're crazy, do you know that? You're the biggest star in 
Hollywood, and what are you doing with me?” 


“Loving you. Let's get pregnant tonight.” 


“Behave yourself. You're about to become the mother of three 
kids.” Three kids who were incredibly proud of her, just as their 
father was. “And a grand- son!” They both laughed at the thought of 
her becoming a grandmother. 


And she just beamed. It had been an unforgettable night. For all 
of them. 


He kissed her then, and five minutes later, she was asleep in his 
arms, still dressed, with the Emmy staring at them in all its glory. 
She looked like a child as he gazed down at her, unable to believe 
that this remarkable woman was almost his. He left her at six 
o'clock in the morning to get ready to go to work. The kids were still 
asleep when he got home, and there was an aura of unreality about 
the night before. But it had happened. It was true. She had won the 
award, and in three months she would be his wife. It was incredible 
to think about. And he could hardly wait. Three months seemed 
much too long now ... he smiled to himself in the shower ... three 
months ... and then he and Charlie would be married. 


Chapter 28 


The next week was wild, with press following her everywhere. She 
got a huge bonus from the show, and they upped her contract for 
the following year. But she got dozens of other offers too, for 
specials and mini-series, and movies made for TV, three feature 
films, and then the offer she had waited a lifetime for. Her agent 
called her at the studio, and she didn't know what to say to her. She 
wanted to do it more than anything, but she said she had to talk it 
over with Oliver. He had a right to a voice in the decision too. It 
was an important decision for her, and it meant a lot of things. Like 
begging her way out of her contract on the show that had brought 
her the Emmy. Or even breaking the contract, if she had to. 


She looked nervous when he picked her up that night after work, 
and they were going to have a quiet evening at her place to discuss 
their wedding trip. He was pushing hard for Bora Bora. But before 
he even brought the brochures out, he knew that something had 
happened. 


“Charlie, what's wrong?” He had good instincts for her now, and 
it was unusual for her to be so tense with him. But she didn't waste 
any time telling him. She'd been offered a Broadway play, a serious 
one, the kind she had always wanted to do, and it was an 
opportunity that might never come again. And they were going into 
rehearsal in December. It would mean going to New York for at 
least a year, more if it had a long run, maybe even at least two. 


He sat looking at her, stunned, not believing his ears, or the look 
on her face. She was clearly torn. And he felt as though his heart 


would break. “What about the show?” What about me, he wanted to 
scream. 


“Tid have to get out of my contract. My agent thinks that if we do 
it right, they might let me.” 


“Ts that what you want?” 


“T don't know. It always has been. For me, Broadway has always 
been the pinnacle, the ultimate, the epitome of serious acting.” 


She was honest with him, she always had been. “I'm telling you 
exactly what I know. I haven't made my mind up yet. I told my 
agent I had to talk to you first. But ... Ollie ... I've always wanted to 
do a Broadway play, especially one like this.” 


“What does that mean for us? And what am I supposed to do for 
two years? Sit out here? I can't leave the office here, I've only been 
here for a year, and this is an important spot for me, probably for a 
very long time, if not for good. My kids are all in schools. I can't 
walk out on them, or uproot them again. They've been through that 
twice already in a year. I can't do it, Charlie. I can't drop everything 
and go, no matter how much I'd love to see you do what you want.” 
He had to think of his career and his family too. But she looked 
agonized. She didn't want to give it up, even for him, and it showed. 


“T could commute.” But he looked as though he'd been electrified 
as she said the words, and he leapt to his feet and started to pace 
the room in silence. 


“Don't give me that, Charlie,” he finally said. “I've been through 
that once with a woman I loved. She didn't even start to try to 
commute. But even if you do, how long do you think it would last? 
Flying 'redeyes' from here to there, spending a day together once a 
week. It's ridiculous, it wouldn't work. We haven't even built our 
relationship yet, and you want to put it under that kind of strain? I'd 
rather call it quits now. It would be a lot less painful for both of us, 
than waiting to do it a year from now. Forget it. I don't want to hear 
about 'commute.”” He tried to calm down then, and think of her. 
“Look, Charlie, you have to do what's right for you.” He loved her 
enough to let her do that, no matter what it did to him. He knew he 


had no right to stand in her way, and if he did, they'd lose in the 
end anyway. He had learned that lesson the hard way too. “Think 
about it, do what you want.” He closed his eyes for a brief instant of 
crushing pain, but he had lived through pain before, and loss, and 
despair. He'd survive it again. And he was willing to, for her. “I 
think you probably should do it. You'd always regret it if you turned 
it down, and we'd pay the price for it anyway. Go for it, baby ... go 
for the brass ring. You have a right to it. You're at the top of your 
career now. These opportunities will never come again. But don't 
expect me to commute ... or believe we can have everything. We 
can't. Sometimes you have to make choices in life. Just make the 
right one for you. That's all I want for you.” There were tears in his 
eyes then, and he turned away so she wouldn't see them. 


“Are you telling me it would be all over for us if I go?” She looked 
stunned, and heartbroken too. 


“T am. But not because I want to force your hand, or make you 
stay here for me. I'm just telling you I've been through something 
like this once, and I can't do it again. It doesn't work. We'll lose in 
the end anyway. And I can't go through that again. I'd rather wish 
you well, and kiss you good-bye with tears in my heart. But better 
now, than in a year or two, maybe even with a kid. And I don't 
think my kids could go through the loss again in any case. And I 
have to think of them too. I love you, Charlie. I love you enough to 
let you do whatever you want to. I'm going home now. You think it 
out. And call me when it's over. I'll understand ... honest, I will.” 
His eyes were damp and she was crying. She couldn't believe what 
he'd said, and yet she understood it. “Just don't let me read about it 
in the papers first.” And then without looking back, he left and 
drove home to his own place. 

Sam was still up when he got there, and he was playing with the 
guinea pig in the kitchen, as Oliver walked in looking as though he'd 
been run over on the Santa Monica Freeway. 


“Hi, Dad.” He looked up with a grin and then stopped, forgetting 
the guinea pig for once. “What's wrong?” 


“Nothing. I had a terrible day at the office. I'm going to bed.” He 
ruffled Sam's hair and went straight up to his room, without saying 
another word. And Sam ran right up to his sister's bedroom, with a 
look of terror. 


“Something's wrong with Dad!” he reported. “He just came home 
and he was green.” 


“Maybe he's sick. Did you ask him what was wrong?” 
“He just said he had a bad day at the office.” 


“Maybe he did. Why don't you just relax and leave him alone? 
He'll probably be fine in the morning.” 


But the next morning he wasn't. They all noticed it. He was quiet 
and pale, and he didn't say a word. He came down late, and he 
didn't touch his eggs, as Sam looked pointedly at his sister. 


“You sick, Dad?” She tried to sound casual. And without meaning 
to, Sam hit the nail on the head. His father almost flinched at the 
boy's words. 


“You have a fight with Charlie last night?” 


“No, of course not.” But she hadn't called after he'd left, and he 
hadn't been able to sleep all night. The terror of losing her was more 
than he could bear. And at what price. He loved her too much to try 
to hang on to something he could never have, just as he had 
discovered he had never really had Sarah. 


He left for the office that morning feeling like a zombie, and he 
almost shuddered when his secretary told him that afternoon that 
Charlotte was waiting in his outer office. Suddenly he was afraid to 
let her in, afraid to see her, afraid to hear what she was going to tell 
him. He felt trapped when the secretary let her in with a look of 
awe, and he didn't stand up because suddenly his legs didn't feel 
strong enough to hold him. 


“Are you Okay?” Charlie looked at him worriedly, and walked 
slowly toward the desk, her eyes gripping his, her face pale, but no 
paler than Ollie's. 


“You've made a decision, haven't you?” 


She nodded, and slumped in the chair across his desk. “I had to 
come now. It's going to be on the news at six o'clock. The producers 
of the play made a deal with the network, and they've agreed to 
write me out of the show by Christmas.” ... Christmas ... their 
wedding day ... almost. 


“And you'll do the play?” He could hardly force the words out. 


She nodded slowly, with a look of tension in her eyes. “I guess 
so.” And then reaching out and taking both his hands in her own, 
she begged him, “Can't we work this out? Can't we at least try a 
compromise? I love you. Nothing has changed.” She looked 
desperate, but Ollie knew better. 


“Not now maybe. Not yet. But eventually, it'll just be too much. 
We'll be strangers. You'll live in New York, with your own life, your 
play. I'll be here, with my job and the children. What kind of life is 
that?” 


“Difficult, challenging, but worthwhile. Other people have done it 
and survived. Ollie, I swear I'll do all the commuting.” 


“How? You have two days off. One day to fly here, one day to go 
back. What does that leave us? A night at the airport? How long do 
you think that would last?” He stood up finally, and walked around 
the desk to face her. “You've made the right choice. You're a 
talented woman, Charlotte. You have a right to the best.” 


“But I love you.” 


“T love you too. But I can't make something work that isn't going 
to. I've learned that lesson before. The hard way' The scars were too 
deep, the pain too great, and as he looked at the woman he loved, 
he knew he had already lost her. 

“What happens now?” She looked broken, but she didn't fight 
him. 

“We hurt for a while. We both grow up. We go on. You have your 
work. I have my kids. We take comfort from that, and eventually it 
stops hurting.” Like it had with Sarah. It had only taken a year of 
constant agony. Only that. And the prospect of losing Charlotte 


seemed worse somehow, they had had so much hope and joy and 
love, so many plans, and now it was over. 


“You make it sound awfully simple, Ollie.” She looked at him 
with grief-stricken eyes, and he gently reached out and took her 
hands in his own. 


“That's the only trouble. It isn't.” 


She left his office a few minutes later in tears, and he poured 
himself a stiff drink at the bar before going home, to find Aggie and 
Sam watching the news as they fed Alex dinner. The announcer was 
just telling greater L.A. that there was a rumor that Charlotte 
Sampson was leaving her show and going to New York to be in a 
play on Broadway. 


Sam laughed out loud, as Aggie handed the baby another cookie. 
“That's dumb, isn't it, Dad? Charlie's not going to New York. She's 
staying here, and we're getting married.” He looked up at his father 
with a broad smile, and suddenly his face froze. Ollie looked glazed 
as he turned from the TV to Sam and shook his head, as though in a 
stupor. 


“No. I don't think so, Son. She's had a very good offer to do an 
important play. It means a lot to her, Sam.” Aggie and the boy both 
stared at him, as Benjamin let himself into the kitchen and saw the 
drama unfolding, without knowing what had caused it. Alex let out 
a squeal and reached chubby arms up to his father, but for once, no 
one seemed to hear him. 

“Are we going back to New York, too, Dad?” Sam looked both 
frightened and hopeful, but his father shook his head, feeling as 
though he had aged a hundred years in a single day. 

“We can't, Sam. You're all in school here. And I have an office to 
run. I can't just pull up stakes and move once a year.” 

“But don't you want to?” Sam couldn't understand what had 
happened. But for that matter, neither could Ollie. 

“Yes, I do. But I also don't want to interfere in someone else's life. 
She has her own life to lead, and we have ours.” 


There was a moment's silence, and then Sam nodded, quietly 
wiping a tear from his cheek as Benjamin and his father watched 
him. “Kind of like Mom, huh?” 


“Kind of.” 


Sam nodded and left the room, as Benjamin gently touched his 
father's arm, and Aggie took Alex out of the high chair and took him 
with her to check on Sam. It was easy to figure out that hard times 
had struck again, and Sam was going to take it hard. He had been 
crazy about Charlotte. But then again, so had his father. 


“Is there anything I can do, Dad?” Benjamin asked quietly, 
touched by the look of grief in Ollie's eyes. But Oliver only shook his 
head, squeezed Benjamin's arm, and went upstairs to his own room. 
He lay on his bed thinking of her all that night, and he felt as 
though he'd been beaten in a bar brawl by morning. 


It wasn't fair that it was happening to him again. It wasn't fair 
that he was losing her. As he lay in bed alone, he wanted to hate 
her, but he couldn't. He loved her too much, and the irony of it 
struck him with full force again in the morning, after a sleepless 
night, as he threw out the brochures of Bora Bora. He had a knack 
for falling in love with women who wanted more out of life than 
just plain marriage. He couldn't imagine ever loving anyone again. 
And as he stared out the window, thinking of her, he couldn't hold 
back the tears. He wanted her desperately, but he knew it would 
never work. He had to let her go, no matter how painful it was to 
break the bonds that had held him. 


He wanted to call her all day, but he forced himself not to. The 
papers were full of her that day, and for several days, but she never 
called him. And it was Thanksgiving before he could hear her name 
without flinching. He longed for her to leave for New York so he 
wouldn't be tempted to drive by her house, or stop by the studio to 
see her. She would be gone, to another life, far from his own. 
Forever. 


Chapter 29 


The day before Thanksgiving, Sarah arrived to take Mel and Sam to 
San Francisco with her to see friends. She had even agreed to take 
Aggie and Alex, and Benjamin was going to get in some early skiing 
at Squaw Valley. Sarah had finished her book a few weeks before, 
and Oliver thought she looked well. The odd thing was that when he 
kissed her on the cheek, she felt like a stranger. He never longed for 
her anymore, and now her perfume was an unfamiliar smell. The 
woman who haunted his dreams at night was Charlie. His heart still 
ached each time she came to mind or he saw her name in the 
papers. 


“When are you getting married, Ollie?” Sarah asked as she held 
Alex on her knee the morning they left, and Oliver looked startled. 


“T thought the children would have told you.” His voice was tense 
and quiet. 


“Told me what?” She seemed surprised, as the baby drooled 
happily all over her clean shirt. Aggie had gone to get the children's 
things, and Sarah was waiting in the kitchen. 


“Charlotte's doing a Broadway play. She should be leaving pretty 
soon, in fact. And, well ... we decided that was a better move for 
her than marriage.” He smiled gamely, but Sarah wasn't fooled. She 
knew him too well. And she felt desperately sorry for the pain she 
knew he felt. It was different from what she had gone through with 
Jean-Pierre, but loss of any kind was painful. “Guess I just have a 
knack for falling for that kind of lady. The smart ones with 
ambitions of their own.” 


“You'll find the right one, one of these days, Ollie, you deserve 
to.” And she really meant it. 


“T'm not sure I'd have time for her, if I did,” he smiled to hide his 
sorrow, glancing at Alex, “this guy keeps us all on our toes all the 
time.” Benjamin took him from his mother then, and took him out 
to the car to put him in his car seat in Sarah's rented Pontiac wagon. 
He hated to leave the baby at all, but Oliver had insisted that the 
skiing would do him good. And he himself was happy that Sarah 
was taking the children. The punch of losing Charlie was still too 
great and Oliver felt anything but festive. 


Sarah and the younger children left a little while later, and 
Benjamin's friends picked him up only moments later. Ollie was 
alone in the house, trying to get through a stack of bills and mail. It 
seemed strangely silent, and as Ollie leaned back in his chair, he 
sighed, as though trying to decide if he liked it. Too quickly, he 
found himself thinking of Charlie again, and even Sarah. He 
wondered if things could ever have been different, with either of 
them, but deep in his heart, he knew they couldn't. Maybe if they'd 
done things differently at first, Sarah wouldn't have bolted later, he 
thought to himself as he sat back at his desk, and then realized it 
was a foolish thought. She would have done what she'd done 
anyway. She was meant to be free, and live alone, and write her 
novels. As Charlie was, with her Broadway play. Megan, in her 
penthouse in New York. And even Daphne, with the man who 
would never leave his wife in Greenwich. 


It only irked him that Charlie had made such an issue about 
marriage and children and “real life” being so important to her, and 
then in the end, she had made the same choices as the rest. 
Independence. Her play, New York. With a promise to commute that 
would never have happened, no matter how good her intentions. 


It was late that afternoon before he left his desk again, and went 
to make himself a sandwich. And then he saw her standing there, 
hesitating, near her car in the driveway. It was Charlie, he realized, 
in a T-shirt and jeans, with her hair in the familiar pigtails that 
made her look more like one of Mel's friends, than the woman who 


had broken his heart and their engagement. She stood there for a 
long time, staring at him through the window, and he didn't know 
whether to open the door to her or not. He thought it was cruel of 
her to come to say good-bye if she had. And then finally, unable to 
resist the pull he still felt for her, he walked to the door and pulled 
it slowly open. And she walked up to him looking very nervous. 

“T didn't know if you'd be here or not. ... I was going to leave you 
a note ...” He saw she held it in her hand, but he didn't want to read 
it. “I guess I should have called before I came by.” 

“Mailing it might have been a lot simpler.” He had nothing left to 
say to her now. He had said it all. And cried too often. 

She looked beyond him then, into the kitchen, as though hoping 
to see the children but the room was empty and silent. 

“How is everyone?” Her eyes sought his, and he nodded, still 
wondering why she had come. 

“Okay. 99 

“T still miss them,” she admitted, looking sad and feeling guilty. 
She had never come by to explain any of it to them. She knew it 
would have been too painful. 

“They miss you too.” 

“How's the baby?” 

“Fine.” Ollie smiled. “Benjamin is great with him.” 

“Where are they all?” 

“Away for Thanksgiving.” For a mad moment, he wanted to invite 
her in, but that wouldn't get them anywhere except straight into 
more pain. And then, with a shrug, he stepped back, and waved her 
in. “Do you want to come in for a minute?” 

She nodded and followed him into the kitchen, thinking how 


handsome he was, and how much she still loved him. She looked 
around and slipped the note she had brought back in her pocket. 


“When do you leave for New York?” 


She seemed to hesitate, as though she wasn't sure what to say to 
him. She knew how badly she had hurt him, and there was no way 
to repair it. And now there was so much to explain. She didn't know 
where to start, or even if she should, as he watched her. “That's a 
long story.” 


“You must be excited.” He tried to keep his voice noncommittal, 
but it wasn't. In it were anger and grief and hurt and the love for her 
that wouldn't go away, no matter how hard he had tried to kill it. 


“A lot's been happening,” she tried to explain. The last few weeks 
had been hell for her, but she didn't tell him that. She could see in 
his eyes that it was too late. She had been foolish to come, and now 
she knew it. 


“Would you like a cup of coffee?” he offered. Part of him wanted 
her to leave, so he could be alone with his grief again, but part of 
him wanted her to stay. Forever. 


She looked at him long and hard, and despite the pigtails, her 
eyes said she was not a girl, but a woman. They were the eyes of 
someone who had paid a price for what she'd done. And then she 
spoke very softly. “I'm not going to Broadway, Ollie.” 


“You're not?” He looked thunderstruck. What the hell did she 
mean? She had told him. And after that he had seen it on the news 
and read it in the papers. What had changed? And when and why? 

“No, I'm not. I'm staying with the show here.” 

“Wouldn't they let you out of your contract?” 


“They would have, but ...” He waited, stunned, for the rest of the 
story. “I decided it was wrong to go.” 


“For your career?” It was barely a whisper. 


“For us. Although I guess it's too late now. But it was the wrong 
thing to do and I finally understood that. I kept talking about how 
much marriage and family meant to me, and then I was willing to 
dump every-thing and run, no matter how much it hurt all of us, 
you, and me, and the children. 


“It was the wrong thing to do. It was too high a price to pay for 
giving up someone I loved, no matter how much I thought I wanted 
to do it. It wasn't right, so I turned it down. And even if I don't get 
any of you back, turning them down was the right thing to do.” She 
smiled a bittersweet smile. “I felt better as soon as I did it.” 


Oliver looked stunned as he looked at her, and then he grinned. 
“They must have been furious.” 


“Yeah,” she smiled. “That's the end of Broadway, I guess. But the 
network loves me.” And then, “I was afraid to call you, Ollie.” 

“Why?” 

“Because I hurt you so much. One minute I leave you to go to 
New York, and the next minute I come back and tell you 
everything's okay. I couldn't do that to you. That's what the note is 
about. I thought I'd let you know before you read about it 
somewhere, and I figured if you wanted to get in touch with me, 
you would. But I didn't really think you'd want to.” She looked as 
though she expected nothing more from him, but would regret what 
she'd done till her dying day. And then, to lighten the moment as he 
absorbed it, she looked around the kitchen for Charlie's cage. “How's 
my namesake, by the way?” The guinea pig was nowhere to be seen, 
and Ollie grinned at her, feeling a ten-thousand-pound weight lift 
from his shoulders. 


“He's relegated to the garage in Sam's absence, the noisy little 
bastard. I have enough trouble sleeping at night, without listening 
to him play.” 

She looked more than a little apologetic. “I haven't been sleeping 
all that well either. I really screwed things up royally, Ollie, didn't 
I?” Her voice was soft and sad as he nodded. 


“Could be.” He smiled slowly at her. “Maybe ... maybe not. It's 
what you do in the end, that counts in life. We all stumble along the 
way.” They were still standing awkwardly in the kitchen, their lives 
in the balance, their eyes full of fear and pain and tension. They had 
so much to lose ... and so much to gain, depending on what he did 
now. 


“T've missed you, Ollie. I'm going to miss you for a long, long time 
if you don't forgive me.” She loved him enough to come back and 
ask him to forgive her. “Every day I wanted to call you ... to come 
over ... to tell you I was sorry ... what a total fool I was ... how 
wrong I was to think that the play on Broadway mattered more than 
you did. It was a stinking decision to make, even if I came to my 
senses in the end.” 


“But it was honest,” he defended her, “it was what you'd always 
wanted. You had a right to that, Charlie.” 


“T wanted you more. I just didn't know it for sure till I lost you. 
And then it was too late.” His eyes told her that it was, and she was 
sorry she had come then, but he was moving slowly toward her with 
an odd look on his face. 


“Who told you that?” he whispered as he pulled her closer. “Who 
told you it was too late? And who tells you that you were wrong 
and I was right? A thousand times I told myself that I could have 
moved back to New York with you, that we could have moved into 
the house in Purchase, what right did I have to stand in your way?” 


“You had every right ... you had your kids to think of too. All I 
was thinking of was myself.” 


“And now?” He could barely get the words out as he held her. He 
still loved her so much. It hurt just standing this close to her again. 


“Ollie, I love you so much.” She barely breathed the words, and 
then slowly he kissed her. It was all he had wanted to hear, all he 
had cared about, all he had lived for after she went away. 


“T love you too ... you'll never know how much I miss you. I 
thought I'd go crazy for a while. ...” 


“So did I.” She was smiling suddenly, as he swept her off her feet 
and carried her through the house while she laughed. “Where are 
you taking me?” Suddenly she was happy again. She was in the 
arms of the man she loved. He didn't hate her, and he had been as 
unhappy as she was. She had been such a fool, but thank God she 
hadn't left to do the play on Broadway. 


“What are you doing?” 


He marched solemnly up the stairs toward his bedroom. “Taking 
you to my bed where you belong, until you learn to behave yourself 
... goddamn famous actress ... don't ever pull a stunt like that 
again!” He railed as she laughed and he carried her through his 
bedroom doorway. It looked familiar and warm and wonderful as 
she looked up into his eyes. 


“Ollie, I'm so sorry....” He was still holding her, as though he 
would never let her go this time, but he smiled at her. 


“Don't be. I was as big a fool as you were.” 
“And now?” She looked up at him, as he deposited her on his bed. 
“T figure we're both fools and we deserve each other.” 


She smiled as she held her arms out to him, and as they lay in his 
bed for most of the next four days, it was a magical weekend. The 
kids found her in her jeans and his shirt, barefoot in the kitchen, 
when Sarah dropped them off Sunday night on her way to the 
airport. She came in to say good-bye to Oliver, but only briefly, and 
she looked intrigued when she saw Charlotte, looking tousled and 
happy in the kitchen. 

“Ts that who I think it is?” Sarah whispered with a smile, as Oliver 
walked her to the car. He had tried to introduce them, but Sam and 
Alex had made so much noise, it was impossible to hear anything, 
and Charlotte looked faintly embarrassed to be found barefoot in 
Oliver's kitchen. 

“Tt is.” 

“Does this mean you're moving to New Yoik?” Sarah looked 
faintly amused, and pleased for him as she slid behind the wheel of 
her car. She and the children had had a very good weekend. 

“No, I'm not moving to New York.” He looked faintly smug, and 
tried to pretend he wasn't. 

“She's staying.” 

“She is?” Sarah looked impressed, and he smiled at her. 


“T got lucky, I guess.” This time. 


“No, Ollie.” She smiled up at him, the past no longer painful for 
either of them. “She's a smart girl. Congratulations to both of you, 
or am I premature?” 


“A little.” He grinned, and they both laughed. 


“Good luck then.” She waved and backed out of the driveway, 
and he walked back into the kitchen, still feeling startled as he saw 
Charlotte with one arm around Sam, and holding Alex with the 
other, talking animatedly with Mel above their heads, as Aggie 
made hot chocolate amid the confusion. 


“T can't believe how lucky I am,” she whispered to Ollie as they 
sat at the kitchen table. 


“T'm the lucky one.” 


“We both are.” She thought of the ring she had had sent back to 
him and wondered what had happened to it. She glanced at her 
hand as she thought of it, and as she looked up, she saw that Oliver 
was laughing. “What's so funny?” 


“You are. And in answer to your question, I threw it away.” In 
truth, he hadn't had the heart to send it back to the store, and it was 
in the safe in his bedroom closet. 


“How did you know what I was thinking?” 


“Because I'm smarter than I used to be, and I love you.” They 
exchanged a long, slow smile over the baby's head, and Oliver felt as 
though a miracle had happened. A miracle that had brought her 
back to him, whether or not he thought he deserved it. “Will you 
exchange it for a plain gold one?” He wanted to grab her before she 
changed her mind again, or another play came up, or a film or a 
handsome leading man. He wasn't even sure he'd be willing to wait 
another four weeks till Christmas. 


But she was nodding in answer to his question. And the look in 
her eyes told him all he needed to know. She had come back to stay 
and she would have it all, her life with him and her career, for as 
long as she wanted. And this time, they both knew she could do it. 


She had made her choice. And her choice was to be with him, and 
the children. 


But she had her show too. And an Emmy, and a guinea pig, and 
the man she loved, three wonderful kids, and even a built-in 
grandchild. And children of her own, if that was what she wanted. 
He was ready to give it all to her. He had learned a lot, too, in her 
absence. 


“When?” The look in his eyes was fiery as he took Alex from her 
lap and handed him to Aggie. And she carried him, and led Sam 
swiftly out of the kitchen, leaving them alone to settle their future. 


“Tomorrow? Next week?” Charlotte was suddenly laughing at him 
as she answered. 


“No later.” He scowled as he pulled her close to him, and bent 
down to kiss her, just as Benjamin walked in, with his ski bag over 
his shoulder. 


“Sorry, Dad,” he grinned with pleasure when he saw Charlotte. 
Oliver gestured over his shoulder, and Benjamin scurried out of the 
room, still grinning, as Ollie bent to kiss Charlotte again and they 
both started to laugh. 


“Next weekend?” he asked again, amused but getting desperate. 


“Tomorrow.” She smiled quietly, setting the wedding date they'd 
almost lost until she came to her senses. 


“T love you,” Oliver whispered, feeling her heart pound next to 
him, and almost as loudly. 


? 


“T love you too,” she whispered back, and in the distance, they 
could hear the children thundering up the stairs. They were 
laughing and discussing the good news, and by week's end, it would 
all be in the papers, and it was, but by then Charlotte Sampson and 
Oliver Watson were already married and had gone to Hawaii for a 
week, with her producers' permission. The paparazzi were, 
predictably, waiting for them when they got home, and snapped 
dozens of pictures at the airport. 


Benjamin and Alex were waiting for them. Benjamin was smiling 
broadly, and Alex was sound asleep in his arms, happy and peaceful 
with his daddy. 


“T hope ours is as cute as that,” she whispered to Oliver as they 
followed Benjamin to the baggage claim, and he put an arm around 
his wife, and smiled. He wasn't worried about that. He had it all, the 
life he had wanted, and a woman who made it all worthwhile. And 
he knew, without a doubt, that he was the luckiest man alive. 

“All set?” he asked, as Benjamin helped him carry the bags. And 
as they walked slowly outside, a woman came rushing up to them, 
with a squeal of excitement. 

“Aren't you ... aren't you Charlotte Sampson?” 

“No,” Charlie shook her head pleasantly with a smile, “the name's 
Watson.” 

“Oh.” The woman apologized, and disappeared as the threesome 
laughed, the baby slept, and Oliver and Charlie went home to their 
children. 


Introducing an exciting way to 
learn more about Danielle Steel 


Visit the Danielle Steel Web Site at: 
www.daniellesteel.com 


Finally, a Web Site completely devoted to 
Danielle Steel and her books. 
Log on, and you'll find 


The Danielle Steel 
Reading Group 
To join the group, just 
point and click! 


* The Danielle Steel Bookshelf feacuring all of 
Danielle Steel's novels, with excerpts from each one 
and a 4-6 minute audio sample from audio editions 

* Hot off the Press featuring a chapter excerpt from 
Danielle's latest bestselling book 

* The Danielle Steel Screening Room featuring 
information on movie and TV tie-ins 

* The Danielle Steel Trivia Contest: win a signed 
edition of her latest book! 

* The Danielle Steel Guest Book: add your name | 
to Danielle's electronic mailing list or send her 
an e-mail letter 

* Plus, the Danielle Steel Scrapbook: never-before-aired 
audio and video interviews and more, available only on 

the Danielle Steel Web Site. 


www.daniellesteel.com 


Just fill in the coupon below, return it 
to us, and you will receive exciting 
information on the author who enriches 
your life with the most unforgettable 
characters in contemporary fiction. 


JOIN THE 


Lith 
EEL 


New York, New York 10036 Dell 
Yes, enroll me in the Danielle Steel Fan Club. 


a cognizant original v5 release october 14 2010 


Published by 

Dell Publishing 

a division of 

Random House, Inc. 

Copyright © 1989 by Danielle Steel 

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or 
by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any 
information storage and retrieval system, without the written permission of the Publisher, 
except where permitted by law. For information address: Delacorte Press, New York, New 
York. 

The trademark Dell® is registered in the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office. 

eISBN: 978-0-307-56640-9 


v3.0 


